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AUTHOR’S PREFACE 


From 1921 to 1932 I was a loyal member of the 
Communist Party of Germany. In 1931 I was sent to Moscow 
as a delegate of my fellow employees at the big Berlin depart- 
ment store, Tietz. I witnessed the May Day parade on the 
Red Square; I marvelled at the modem factories and children’s 
homes I was shown, and I listened enthusiastically to the 
wonderful figures of the Five Year Plan. Naturally, I did not 
fail to notice that the people on the streets were poorly clad, 
or that begging children lay in wait aroimd the bakers, 
or that the comforts of life were obviously absent. But what 
did that matter? Socialism was being built up, and before long 
the country would enjoy its benefits, and good things would 
be available for everyone. I was only too willing to gloss over 
my doubts because I wanted to believe. When I went back to 
Germany I reported the splendid successes of Socialist construc- 
tion I had seen, and I handed over a red satin flag embroidered 
in gold with the words “Workers of All Countries Unite” at 
a meeting of those who had sent me. 

In order to give the reader a better understanding of the 
events and the personal fates which I shall describe in this 
book, perhaps I had better first deal briefly with the institution 
known as the Communist International, or Comintern for 
short. After the victory of the Bolshevist Revolution in Russia 
in 1917 its leaders knew very well that their difiiculties would 
not be confined to Russia’s firontiers, and Lenin in particular 
realized that it would not be possible to build up a Socialist 
order of society in a backward peasant coimtry like Russia 
unless other Emopean countries followed her example within 
the reasonably near future. To bring this about the revolu- 
tionary elements of aU countries were to be drawn together 
in an international organization, which would, amongst other 
things, tram the best and most determined of them to be 
the famous “Professional Revolutionaries,” who, subject to 
an iron discipline, would then prepare revolutionary mass 
actions in other countries. The Communist International was 
therefore fotmded in 1919 as a World Communist Party. Its 
headquarters were in Moscow, and representatives of all its 
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“Sections,” the Communist Parties of all countries, were 
sent there to form its permanent staff. Before long the Commu- 
nist International became known as the “Comintern.” At 
irregular intervals, “World Congresses” were held in Moscow 
at which delegates from all aifiliated parties discussed the 
strategy and tactics of the revolutionary struggle both nation- 
ally and internationally, and laid down the “Political Line” 
best suited to achieve the common end: the overthrow of 
capitalism and the seizure of power by the working clsiss. 
In the ranks of the Comintern were innumerable idealists 
who took very great risks and made very great personal 
sacrifices to bring about a better social order, sincerely believing 
that they were fighting for the well-being of humanity and the 
abolition of injustice and oppression. 

During the ’twenties the Comintern gained a foothold far 
beyond the frontiers of Europe. It spread throughout the 
world, and proclaimed a struggle not only against capitalism, 
but also against imperialism and colonial oppression. The 
seizure of power by the working class, or proletariat, was to 
open up a period of proletarian dictatorship during which 
the new social order was to be consolidated. But in theory that 
was to be only a transitional period, and gradually the 
dictatorship would wither away with the abolition of classes 
and the introduction of a fuU socialist society, which was the 
ultimate ideal. 

Many Russian revolutionaries of the early days were quite 
at home in the atmosphere of Western European culture and 
civilization, and they believed that their Socialist ideals 
could best be served by winning the countries of Western 
Europe for the aims of the Russian Revolution. As they saw 
it, the preliminary condition for the building up of a Socialist’ 
order of society was co-operation between the Western world, 
with its highly-developed industries and its high cultural 
standards, and the primitive, undeveloped forces of peasant 
Russia. In fact in the first period of its existence the Comintern 
was regarded as a world organization superior to all Commu- 
nist Parties, including the Russian; as a world organization 
taking precedence even over the Russian Government. It 
was only when the hoped-for revolutionary developments in 
other countries did not take place that the Communist Parties 
outside Russia became materially and intellectually dependent 
on the Russian Communist Party. In the upshot the Comintern 
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developed into an instrument of Russian foreign policy, and 
the Communist Parties in other countries began to see their 
primary task in the bending of their own governments to the 
will of Russia. That development went so far that in recent 
years the Communist Parties have quite literally become 
well-organized ‘Tifth Columns”, whose leaders are nothing 
more or less than agents of the Russian Government. 

Before I arrived at this conclusion, which is now shared 
by most people in democratic countries, I suffered many years 
of bitter disappointment. Indeed, it must be a long and 
painful process before any sincere Communist can recognize 
that his world has collapsed around his ears. I came to realize 
the true character of the Russian dictatorship only during 
the years I lived in Moscow and in the subsequent period I 
spent in Siberian imprisonment. 

In 1935 husband, Heinz Neumann, and myself were 
ordered to Moscow by the Comintern. From 1928 to 1932 
Heinz Neumann was one of the leaders of the German 
Communist Party; until, in fact, he came into opposition to 
the deplorable policy of Stalin towards Germany, whose 
motives can be seen from the following question he put to 
Heinz Neumann during a discussion in 1931: ^'Don’t you 
think that if National Socialism came to power in Germany 
it would be so much taken up in the West that the Soviet 
Union could develop in peace and build up Socialism?” 

^ When Heinz Neumann was charged with ^'political devia- 
tions” and removed from the leadership of the German 
Communist Party he was first of all sent to Spain as a political 
instructor. That was in 1932. Towards the end of 1933 he 
was ordered to Switzerland as a translator. In 1934 he was 
arrested by the Swiss police because his papers were not in 
order. The Nazis, who had in the meantime come to power 
in Germany, lodged a request for his extradition, and it was 
then that he was invited to Moscow. He was taken under 
police surveillance through France to a French port and 
placed on board a Soviet ship. I accompanied him. 

From 1935 to 1937 we both worked in Moscow as transla- 
tors. During those two years we were already political outcasts 
and really prisoners in all but name. Our every movement was 
watched and everything we said in public was noted. In 
Aprd, 1937, he was finally arrested by the N.K.V.D., the 
Soviet Secret Police, now the M.V.D,, but better known as 
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the G.P.U. by which initials I propose to refer to it. In June, 
1938, my turn came. In 1940, after imprisonment in Moscow 
and in a Soviet concentration camp in Siberia, I was handed 
over to the German Gestapo durmg the period of the Russo- 
German friendship pact. I then spent five further years in the 
notorious German concentration camp at Ravensbrueck. 

This book is the plain story of my experiences at the hands 
of both Russian and German secret police. It has not been 
written to relieve my feelings or to exploit a sensation, but 
because I believe it is my duty to let the world know on the 
basis of first-hand experience what can happen, what does 
happen, what must happen when human dignity is treated 
with cynical contempt. One of these dictatorships has now 
been destroyed and its victims rescued from prison and 
concentration camp. The other one still exists, and millions 
of people are still suffering in its prisons and concentration 
camps. 

As may readily be imagined, I had no written notes concern- 
ing my life in Moscow, my imprisonment, and the period I 
spent in a Siberian concentration camp, or the five years I 
spent in Ravensbrueck. People and happenings have therefore 
been described from memory. Many people appear in these 
pages under their right names. Others who I fear might stiU 
be in a Russian “Isolator” or in a Siberian concentration camp 
have had their names changed in order to spare them new 
persecutions at the hands of the G.P.U. 

From the time of his arrest down to the present day I have 
never seen my husband again or been given any official 
information about his whereabouts or his fate (apart from 
the first few weeks after his arrest). I have heard many rumours, 
one of which said that he was shot. However, I have reason 
to believe that eighteen months after his arrest he was still 
alive and mentally and physically unbroken — but that last 
piece of reliable news is very old now. . . . 



PART I 


SOVIET CONCENTRATION CAMP, 
KARAGANDA 

It was April 30TH, 1937. Moscow was busily pre- 
paring for the May Day celebrations. The strong sunlight of a 
Russian spring day flooded the Ulitza Gorkovo. With my parcel 
gripped tightly under my arm, I pushed my way as rapidly 
as possible through the slowly-moving masses of people on the 
streets. Loud-speakers put up for the great day were being 
tested. The Triumphal March from Aida blared over the street. 
I was anxious to get away into a side street and escape it all, 
but a great crowd of men and women, most of them still in 
their grey winter coats padded with wadding, had collected 
right across the street to watch a gigantic picture of Stalin 
being hoisted into position. How I would have liked to get 
away from that face, but wherever you looked, there it was 
again: in shop windows, on walls and at the entrances to 
cinemas — always the same face with the drooping moustache. 
And as I finally succeeded in making my escape through a 
small side street leading to the Petrovka a gay Viennese waltz 
pursued me. 

My heart was beating hard as I hurried along. I had let 
two days go past, two days whilst I was struck numb with the 
catastrophe, two days whilst he sat in a cell at the Lubianka. 
How could I have been so neglectful' 

As I crossed the square before the Grand Opera House, I 
saw that a gigantic wooden statue of Stalin striding out in a 
long Red Army greatcoat had been erected in the middle and 
decorated with innumerable red flags. 

Would they let me leave my packet with food and a change 
of linen for him? And above all my letter? 

I whispered the Russian words to myself as I went along 
in order to be word perfect when I got to the prison: “My 
husband, Heinz Neumann, was arrested by the N.K.V.D. 
on April 27th. Can you teU me where he is? Can I visit him? 
Can I leave this package and a letter for him?” 

The information centre for relatives and dependants of 
Btd 


I 



those arrested by the G.P.U. was diagonally opposite the 
Lubianka. I found the place full of people lined up in a great 
queue which twisted and turned because it was far too long 
to remain straight, waiting patiently for their turn to get to 
a little window like a station booking-office. Those who were 
waiting no longer dared to speak above a whisper. The 
atmosphere was already that of a prison. An armed and 
uniformed G.P.U. man stood on guard at the entrance. 
There was a continual opening and closing of doors as men 
carrying papers came and went. They all had the light blue 
or deep red stripes of various G.P.U. formations on their 
caps. They were the only human beings who spoke out loud 
and moved freely and noisily here. 

Gradually, but terribly slowly, the queue moved forward. 
I glanced around at the people in it. They all had the same 
frightened, anxious, depressed look on their faces. In front of 
me was a tall woman in an elegant fur coat; behind me was 
an old woman with a shawl over her head drawn so close 
that only her eyes, nose and lined mouth were visible. By far 
the majority of the people waiting were women, but there 
were some men. All ages and all conditions were represented; 
some of them were well dressed, whilst others wore shabby, 
padded coats. They spoke to each other in whispers: “Have 
you found your husband yet?’’ “Can you leave any money for 
them?” “How long has yours been in?” And the same story 
was told again and again: “They came at about one. Asked 
if we had any weapons, and searched the place. He wasn’t 
allowed to take anything at all apart from the clothes he stood 
up in. I know he hadn’t done anything.” 

Then there were only three people in firont of me. My heart 
beat hard and my mouth was dry and I had to keep swallowing. 
I tried to understand what the others said when their turn 
came, and, above all, what answers they got. But all the Russian 
I had ever known had deserted me. My turn came. I stood 
before the window. It was so high I could only just reach it. 
On the other side there was a man with an impassive face 
wearing a pair of pince-nez glasses. I began to stammer the 
Russian sentences I had learnt by heart, and held out the 
letter for him to take — the package was too big to go through 
that small window. But he cut me short with a gruff ’ 
and turned to the next applicant, who pushed me away jBrom 
the window. 
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I stood outside in the street helplessly, tears in my eyes, 
still clutching the letter in one hand and the package under 
my arm. 

‘‘You must go to the Butirka. Perhaps you’ll find him 
there.” It was the old woman in the shawl. She had taken 
pity on me and followed me out. “Mine isn’t here either. 
You come with me. I’ll show you how you have to do it.” 

We walked together through the decorated streets of Moscow, 
and all around there were red streamers with slogans on them. 
A very popular one was: “We are now living better and more 
happily — Stalin.” As we went along, the old woman told me 
her story. They had come a few days before and taken away 
her youngest, Kolka. “They keep on saying you ought to 
criticize,” she said; “and when my Kolka’s had a drop he 
criticizes, and there you are. So now they’ve taken him. 
He’s a building worker and a good boy.” Although taken up 
with my own troubles, I tried to offer a word or two of consola- 
tion: “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad; I expect they’ll soon 
let him out again.” But the old woman looked at me with 
the amiable contempt of someone who knows better: “Don’t 
you believe it, my dear. Once they’ve got their claws into you, 
you don’t get away so easily.” 

We arrived at the Butirka and went through a little door in 
a very high wall. Inside was a small courtyard. A few steps 
lead up to the information office of the Butirka remand prison 
for political offenders. Here too the place was full of people. 
They stood in the yard and they waited on the steps to go in. 
There were children playing around whilst their mothers 
waited. You had to go inside, show your passport to an official, 
obtain a number and then wait till your turn came. 

“I haven’t got a passport,” I explained to the man. “I’m 
a foreigner. My permission to stay is still in the Comintern.” 

“Go and get it,” he said. “Bring it here and you will be 
given a number.” 

I took counsel with the friendly old woman, but she couldn’t 
help me either. “They’re the regulations,” she sighed. “And 
there you are.” There was nothing left for me but to give up 
the battle for the moment, and we parted with a friendly but 
sinister ^^Dosvidaniya^^ — Au revoir. 

My room at the Hotel Lux, which is inhabited exclusively 
by employees and officials of the Comintern and similar 
institutions, still showed signs of the thorough and ruthless 
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search it had sustained when my husband was arrested. 
That was already three days ago. Books and discarded papers 
were still on the floor where they had been thrown. Three 
days of enforced idleness lay before me. The information 
offices would be closed for the May Day celebrations and I 
could do nothing to find him. Do what I would, I kept thinking 
of the night firom April 27th to April 28th. At about one o’clock 
we were woken up by a loud banging at the dobr. I sprang 
out of bed and switched on the light. The banging started 
again. I was frightened. “Get up, Heinz,” I said. “Get up, 
for heaven’s sake.” But he only smiled and turned over in 
his sleep. Trembling I went to the door and opened it. There 
was the manager of the Lux — the Commandant, as he was 
called — and three uniformed officials of the G.P.U. They said 
something I didn’t catch. My head was swimming and I 
couldn’t get a word out. 

They tramped into our room and went over to Heinz, who 
was still sleeping, peacefully oblivious to it all. They shook 
him roughly by the shoulder. “Get up, Neumann.” He started 
up in bed at that and I saw his face. For a moment it was a 
study, then as he realized what had happened it grew grey 
and determined. “I protest against my arrest,” he said firmly. 
“You can do that later,” replied the leader of the three 
G.P.U. men contemptuously. He wore rimless glasses which 
gave him the appearance of an intellectual. 

“Have you any weapons?” was the next question, and then: 
“Get up and get dressed.” He went over to the window and 
carefully drew the curtains. Gurevitch, the Manager of the 
Lux, sprawled in an armchair whilst the other three began to 
search the room. 

Heinz began to console me as he dressed. “Don’t look so 
frightened,” he said. He himself showed no signs of fear or 
distress. The leader of the three interrupted him: “It’s forbidden 
to talk in German,” he snapped. 

One of the three G.P.U. men, a fat little man, was occupied 
in searching through the thousand odd volumes of our library.. 
He flicked over the pages of each book separately, and from 
time to time he gleefully carried some interesting find over to 
his superior. Books by Trotsky, Zinoviev, Radek and Bucharin 
began to pile up on the floor. Excitedly, he brought over a 
letter from Stalin to Heinz written in 1926 and stuck away in 
one of the books. It was a letter asking him to launch a 
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campaign against Zinoviev in the Rote Fahne^ the central organ 
of the German Communist Party. The man with the rimless 
glasses read it carefully and then commented briefly: ‘‘So 
much the worse for him.’’ The air was already full of dust. 
The leader of the three sat at our writing desk and carefully 
examined everything in it Everything, every photo, even the 
letters of my children, were confiscated. 

Heinz and I sat opposite each other and I tried to stop the 
trembling of my body. He spoke unimportant Russian phrases, 
but from time to time he interpolated a sentence in German: 
“If you can manage to get abroad, go to Friedrich Adler.” 
And then words of consolation for me: “Don’t be so depressed 
and miserable. We shall see each other again at some time or 
the other.” 

The first light of dawn came through the curtains, and then 
the usual noises of a big hotel coming to life in the morning 
began to make themselves heard. But the daylight and the 
normal bustle were not for us. Our last hours together had 
come. I knew it, and I was as though numbed. I was unable 
to speak. 

The leader of the search commando then began to draw up 
the protocol of the operation: “Sixty books of Trotskyite, 
Zinovievite, Kamenevite and Bucharinite content confiscated, 
together with a trunk full of manuscripts, letters and other 
documents.” 

Heinz put on his hat and coat. I leaned against the bookcase 
for support, clenched my fists, dug my nails into my flesh and 
pressed my lips tightly together in order not to cry. But when 
we embraced the tears flowed. “Don’t cry,” he said. “Don’t 
cry.” 

“That’s enough. Get a move on, now,” ordered the leader. 
At the door Heinz turned and strode back, took me in his arms 
again and kissed me. “Cry then,” he said. “There’s enough to 
cry about.” 

He was gone. The room was empty; the light still on; books 
and papers were scattered over the floor. Then, as though it 
could do any good, I hurried down to the room of the Director 
of the Cadre Department of the Comintern, Alichanov, an 
old friend of ours. His wife opened the door. Alichanov 
was sitting up in bed. I noticed he was sweating. When I 
told him what had happened, he nodded and mopped his 
face with a handkerchief. In a trembling voice, hardly able 
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to contain my sobbing, 1 asked him whether he could do 
anything to help us. He looked blank, but promised that any- 
thing he could do he would. Of course, there was nothing he 
could do, and a few months later they came for him too. 

The first day after the May Day holidays the telephone 
rang. It was the nanny of my friend, Hilda Duty, and she 
asked me to come down to the vestibule at once. I could tell 
from her voice that something was wrong. I went down and 
found her waiting there with Hilda’s little daughter, Svietlana. 
In an undertone, she told me excitedly that Hilda had been 
arrested in the night. The tears ran helplessly down her chubby, 
wrinkled, peasant face. “My God!” she said. “What shall I 
do. You must help me, Crete.” And whilst we stood in the 
corner with anxious faces whispering to each other the 
employees of the Comintern went off to work through the 
vestibule with its ornate pomp of huge mirrors and gilded 
whorls of another age They were the “Just,” and they hoped 
to escape a similar fate by “Bolshevist watchfulness.” To save 
themselves, many of them did not hesitate to denounce their 
comrades to the G.P.U. 

“Don’t cry, Zhura,” I begged, and there were tears m my 
own voice. “I’ll do everything I can to help you.” Little 
Svietlana looked up at us both suspiciously. “When is my 
mummy coming back?” she asked. Zhura wiped her eyes with 
the end of her shawl. “Soon. Very soon, my sweet,” she said. 

I watched them go through the revolving doors out into the 
street. On the way back to my room, I met the old Polish 
revolutionary, Veletski. He had never passed me without a 
fidendly greeting and perhaps a word or two. I smiled and 
nodded, but he looked away deliberately and there was an 
embarrassed and rather guilty expression on his face. So I was 
already an outcast? The dependant of one of the arrested 
couldn’t be recognized. And it was the same with the others. 
They eyed me contemptuously and curiously as they passed. 
It is not easy to keep a good countenance with a lump in your 
throat. 

Five days had passed and I was still not arrested. I hadn’t 
yet dared to get into touch with any of our good fiiends, for 
I was unwilling to endanger them. Every time the telephone 
beU rang I lifted the receiver hesitantly and rather anxiously. 
I knew that all my calls were listened to. H. J., fene of our 
friends, rang up. “What’s the matter with you? Why don’t 
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we hear anything of you? Is anything wrong?’’ I heard the 
well-known click on the line. The control had switched in. 
“Why, nothing at all. Everything’s in order.” “Can you meet 
me to-morrow in the usual place?” “Yes, of course.” 

The “usual place” was the Cafe Sport. But what would 
happen if I were followed. No; I couldn’t take the responsi- 
bility. But in the end I went. The urge to see a friendly face, 
to have soiAeone to pour out my heart to, drove me to the 
rendezvous. During the two years we were in Moscow Heinz 
and I had very few real friends. We were regarded as “politic- 
ally unreliable” and therefore friendship had to be stronger 
than the fear of being compromised. The few friends we did 
have remained loyal to me even after my husband’s arrest. 
We used to meet secretly somewhere in the suburbs, and we 
lived in fear between such meetings in case we should not see 
each other again. And all of them met the same fate. They 
were all arrested, one after the other, before my turn came. 
I suffered the anxiety of being left behind again and again, 
until after about a year I was arrested too. 

A few days after the G.P.U. had taken Heinz away the 
manager of the Lux informed me that I was to be transferred 
to the so-called N.E.P. wing of the hotel. This was an old 
building on the other side of the courtyard, and it was now 
used to quarter the families of those who had been arrested 
from the Lux. I had to share a room with Michailina, the 
sixty-year-old sister of Gorski, a Polish employee of the 
Conaintern who had been arrested a little while before. Before 
coming to Moscow for political work, Gorski had spent almost 
ten years in Polish prisons. Michailina had been only a short 
time in Moscow; she had come from Warsaw to visit her 
brother after his long term of imprisonment. She had never 
been politically active herself, and had always concerned 
herself exclusively with her household affairs. “And now in 
Moscow they arrest my brother!” she exclaimed. “In the 
Soviet Union, the land of his dreams.” She almost drove 
herself crazy trying to imagine what he could have done to 
make them arrest him. After all, he had devoted himself 
wholeheartedly to the cause of Communism and spent ten of 
the best years of his life in prison for it. Michailina told me 
that shortly before he was arrested she had applied to the 
Comintern for an exit permit to go home. “They wouldn’t 
even listen to me,” she said indignantly. “They just hung up 
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the receiver and left me there. And then came Gurevitch 
and told me I had to get out of my room, and they put me in 
this gloomy hole. Isn’t it enough to drive you mad?” 

Every room in this wing held a similar tragedy. Mothers and 
wives spent their days going from one prison to the other in 
the hope of finding out the whereabouts of husband or son. 
They were forced to sell their little possessions one after the 
other, for there was neither support nor work for those “left 
behind.” And at night they waited for their own arrest. For 
weeks and months the bag which was to accompany them to 
Siberia stood ready packed in a comer. 

From our window we could see into the vestibule of the 
hotel. When the light went on in the hall after midnight we 
knew that the G.P.U. was in the place again, and with beating 
hearts we listened for the tramp of heavy boots. Whose turn 
would it be next? No one any longer asked why she should 
be arrested at all or why they had arrested our menfolk. 
Only very few were capable of understanding what was 
happening. 

The morning gossip of those “left behind” — and of many 
others aU over Russia at that time — was: “Did you hear who 
they came for last night? Comrade X.” One Polish Communist 
resisted arrest with a revolver in his hand and shot down 
several G.P.U. men. That was talked about for days. But not 
only men were arrested, and there were heartrending scenes 
when mothers were taken away from their children. The 
children were then sent to children’s homes which were so 
overcrowded that they received scant attention and care. 

As very few families in Moscow ever have more than one 
room to live and sleep in, the children experienced all the 
terrors of arrests and searches. I can still hear the more and 
more anxious questions of little Svietlana, the four-year-old 
daughter of my friend Hilda: “Why did my mother have to 
go away to Prague in the middle of the night?” Her mother 
had told her that when she was arrested, and promised to come 
back soon. “Who were those men who came to take her away?” 
“Why did Nanny cry so much when Mummy had gone?” 

On one occasion I overheard the children of the unfortunates 
in the N.E.P. wing talking to each other. “Is your daddy 
arrested, too?” “No; my daddy’s on holiday in the Caucasus.” 
And then the eleven-year-old daughter of one of the arrested 
comrades destroyed the child’s illusion. “Oh, he’s in the 
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Caucasus, is he? Well, why does your mother pay money into 
the prison, then? A fine Caucasus, that is!” 

At that time a joke went the rounds in Moscow. “They’ve 
taken Teruel. Have you heard?” It was the time of the Spanish 
Civil War. "You don’t say so. And his wife as well?” “No, no. 
Teruel’s a town.” “Good heavens! They’ve started arresting 
whole towns?” A joke — ^with many bitter tragedies behind it. 

Amongst bur neighbours in the N.E.P. wing were many 
Polish women, some of them over sixty, whose husbands had 
been arrested during the past few months. These men had all 
been old Bolshevists or they wouldn’t have been in Moscow 
at all, and most of their wives had been staunch Communists — 
often for many years. One of these women had spent her 
childhood in Siberia as the daughter of a political exile under 
the Czar. Hardly a soul was left from the Polish section of the 
Comintern. Even the seventy-year-old Varski, who had been 
a personal friend of Lenin, was not spared. The Old Bolshevists 
Homes both in Moscow and Leningrad were closed for lack 
of inmates. In those days G.P.U. cars drove through the 
streets of Moscow firom all quarters taking new prisoners to 
the Lubianka. The foreigners represented only a very small 
contingent, relatively speaking, but naturally we heard about 
them and their fate first. Amongst the arrested were Germans, 
Poles, Lithuanians, Latvians, Finns, Bulgars and even repre- 
sentatives of the Eastern peoples, including Chinese and 
Japanese. The British, French and Americans were hardly 
touched. 

On one occasion Michailina said dryly; “You get used to 
arrests gradually. I wonder if it’ll be the same with execu- 
tions.” 

It was now two weeks since Heinz had been arrested and I 
had spent most of the time going firom prison to prison: firom 
the Lubianka to Sokolniki, firom Sokolniki to the Butirka, 
firom the Butirka to the military prison at Lefoitorgo, and back 
again. Standing in queues for hours only to hear when my 
turn came: Not here.” It was the same everywhere I 

went. Hundreds of women besieged the prisons daily looking 
for their men or, if they had been lucky enough to find them, 
paying in their 50 roubles a month— for that was the only 
privilege granted to political prisoners not yet convicted. 
I deliberately do not say “awaiting trial,” because they got 
no trial. I had thought that they could receive parcels and 
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letters, and that sooner or later their relatives would be 
allowed to visit them, just as relatives of prisoners can in all 
other countnes, even m Nazi Germany, but no, not in Soviet 
Russia. Once when I was standing in line again at the Butirka 
Prison there was a little girl lining up with us. She was about 
ten years old and she clutched a dirty little wad of rouble 
notes in her hand. “Who are you paying in for, dear?” someone 
asked her. “Daddy and Mummy,” she replied in a*voice hardly 
above a whisper. 

And then at last my search came to an end. I found out 
where he was and was allowed to pay m my fifty roubles. 
He was in the Lubisinka, and had probably been there all the 
time, all the many times I had been there and been sent away. 
In my excitement I paid in the whole 50 roubles at once, 
forgetting the advice of the other women that I should pay it 
in, as was permissible, twice a month, 25 roubles at a time, 
because then I should have to wait only a fortmght to find 
out whether he was still there instead of a month. I wrote my 
name on the form and I was told by the other women that 
this form was presented to the prisoner for his signature. In 
this way Heinz would know soon that I was still free and was 
doing my best for him. I was almost happy when I went out. 

I stood in the great square and looked up at the Lubianka 
Prison, a great grey brick budding with the red flag flying on 
top. Day and night it is guarded by G.P.U. soldiers with fixed 
bayonets, and after dark it is floodlit. My eye travelled over 
the long lines of cell windows, each one so covered that no 
one could look out. I wondered if he was in one of them 
I could see, and which one. If only I could see him! But at 
least he was alive, and sis I went home I realized for the first 
time that summer had come. 

That night I suffered a nightmare. I saw him high up on 
the roof of the Lubianka. Paralysed with flight, I realized he 
was about to jump. With arms outspread, he held a great red 
flag behind him and as I shrieked he plunged down. His body 
hit the roadway in flront of me and a great pool of blood began 
to spread. 

One day I saw the wife of the German Comrade X. coming 
towards me. And I didn’t know whether she would greet me 
or not, I looked away. But she caught me by the arm. “What’s 
the matter with you?” she asked. “Why don’t you ever come to 
see us now?” 
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“But you know what’s happened/’ I replied. “How could 
I dare to endanger you and your husband?” But she pressed 
me, nevertheless, to go and see them, and I did. X. had been 
unemployed for months. He told me that he was expecting 
to be arrested any night and that they had destroyed all 
letters — in fact, every written word. “Of course,” he said, 
“Heinz is as innocent as I am, as innocent as all the arrested 
are, and all those who will be arrested. We’re victims of 
Russian foreign policy. They don’t need us any longer and 
they want to get rid of us. We’re a nuisance to them.” His 
face was drawn and almost yellow and his hands trembled. 
When I first knew him he was strong and robust. “Do your 
best for my wife and kiddie if thev arrest me. She can’t speak 
any Russian at all.” 

A week later his wife and child moved into our N.E.P. wing, 
and the same day many others came too. Apparently the 
G.P.U. had organized a “German Night.” 

One evening, much earlier than usual, the frightening report 
spread through the N E.P. wing: “They’re here ” We were 
in the communal kitchen at the time preparing our evening 
meal. A number of German women fled out of the kitchen, 
leaving their pots and pans, and huddled together in an 
adjoining room like animals seeking safety from an approaching 
storm. We listened anxiously to the sound of footsteps, trying 
to make out which door they would knock at. 

That same evening I took a bus out along the Leningrad 
Road on my way to a rendezvous with our friend, K. 
Unobtrusively, I carefully watched everyone who had got on 
to the bus with me to see whether any of them got out at the 
same stop as I did. I might be followed, but apparently I was 
not, and I waited in a park on the outskirts for K. Would he 
come? Perhaps they had come for him already. They would 
sooner or later; they were not likely to forget him. 

K. had worked in the Comintern until the end of 1936. 
At one of the usual party meetings at the time of the purge a 
Communist woman from Hamburg asked him publicly: 
“Why do you go so often to Room 175 in the Lux?” That was 
the number of our room. “Heinz Neumann is an old friend 
of mine,” he answered, “and I go to see him occasionally.” 
That was enough. Shortly after that he was out of work and 
out of his room. Now he was waiting for the end. 

But this time he did come, and I had real news for him. 
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We met near the park gates. ^^Pve found Heinz/’ I whispered 
excitedly. ‘‘He’s in the Lubianka and I was able to pay in 
50 roubles for him.” 

“Do you know what has happened in the past few days?” 
he asked me sombrely. “It’s the Red Army’s turn now. 
Tuchachevsky, Yakir, Bluecher, Samarnitz — all the old officers 
from the days of the Civil War have been arrested. Somehow 
I don’t think they’ll bring them to trial publicly. Tliey wouldn’t 
be docile enough.” 

We talked anxiously and it grew dark. The park gates 
were closed and we walked together through the streets. “Is 
there no chance at all of getting away? Must we wait and let 
ourselves be slaughtered like sheep?” How could we have 
suffered everything all those years without criticism? What 
came out of Moscow was accepted as gospel, and we suppressed 
all our doubts. We wanted to believe. The alternative was 
grim. But now we had to pay for our credulity. 

That was the last time I saw K. The next time I went to 
the rendezvous I waited vainly for two hours. He didn’t come. 
Afterwards I learned that he had been arrested on his way to 
the railway station. He wanted to get down to the Crimea in 
the hope of being able to escape across the Black Sea. 

Foreign Communists in Russia, political emigrants or 
Comintern workers, were provided with a document similar 
to the French perms de sejour. Their own passport, if they had 
one, was always taken away and kept in the Comintern until 
such time as they should need it again — ^if ever. My German 
passport was held in this way. Shortly before Heinz was 
arrested, my permission to stay expired and they should have 
seen to its extension. I telephoned the department of the 
Comintern in charge of such matters and I was told that 
from^ now on I came under the Registration Office for 
Foreigners and had nothing to do with the Comintern. My 
work for the Foreign Workers’ Publishing House was at an 
end, and in order to get a new job I needed some valid docu- 
ment or the other. I therefore went to the Registration Office 
for Foreigners and joined the tail of another long queue. 
When I finally got to the official, I was informed that my permit 
to stay could be extended only if I produced my German 
passport. 1 tried to explain my situation, but the only answer 
I got was: “Bring your passport; without that we can do 
nothing.” However, for the time being they handed me a 
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little pink slip which gave me permission to exist in the Soviet 
Union for five days. With that I couldn’t get work. 

I rang up the Comintern again. They denied all knowledge 
of the whereabouts of my German passport and they refused 
to get into touch with the officials at the Registration Office. 
Almost all those “left behind” suffered a similar experience, 
with the result that we were all compelled to go to the Regis- 
tration Offite every five days to have our wretched pink slips 
extended, which also meant that we could get no work. We 
were gradually being driven into a comer. The dependants 
of the arrested were not entitled to any assistance, and yet 
amongst them were many women with young children to feed 
somehow. In their desperation and helplessness, some of 
them decided to go to the German Embassy in Moscow, 
which was, of course, now in Nazi hands. Some of those who 
did that were arrested on the street afterwards by the G.P.U. 
A considerable number of the dependants of the arrested 
members of the Austrian Schutzbund decided to take the 
same course. The Nazis gave them sanctuary in a b uilding 
adjoining the German Embassy, and the next day they all 
went to the Registration Office for Foreigners escorted by an 
official of the Embassy to protect them from molestation by 
the G.P.U. and to obtain permission to return to Austria. 
It was at this time that we heard of the first deportations of 
dependants to Hitler Germany. 

In order to exist at all, we were compelled gradually to sell 
all we possessed. First of all came the so-called valuables, 
such as gramophones, records, cameras and wireless sets, 
then books, and after that clothes. These we had to offer 
on the free market and because few of us spoke Russian fluently 
we were swindled right and left. 

There was another of our fiiends who remained loyal after 
the G.P.U. had arrested Heinz; that was the Hungarian 
conarade, H., the one I had met a day or so afterwards in the 
Gaffi Sport. He was married to a Russian girl, and they invited 
me to visit them. Despite lively doubts about the advisability 
of going, and after taking innumerable precautions against 
being followed, I went. They had one room in a typical 
Russian dwelling which consisted of six rooms. At one Hmp 
it had been occupied by one family; now each room was 
occupied by a family. The kitchen and the bathroom were 
used in common. As may be imagined, there was fruitful 
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opportunity for endless squabbles, particularly in the kitchen. 
Each family had a small space allotted to it there to prepare 
its meals. And the trouble! Each accused the other of untidiness 
and uncleanliness. And the talk and the backbiting! When I 
was there we had to speak in whispers, for no one was to 
know that we were speaking German. My friend tried to get 
me some copying work, though he had been without work 
himself for months. He had been a contributor to & magazine, 
but he had written an article which had been condemned 
as “deviating from the Party line” and now he was out of 
work. He was still a member of the Party, but he had received 
“a stern reprimand with ftnal warning.” He had also written 
a novel describing the experiences of a foreign worker in the 
Soviet Union, but unfortunately it mentioned the hunger years 
of 1 930- 1, and although it had already been accepted by the 
State Publishing House it was soon afterwards sent back to 
him with the remark; “There was never any hunger period 
in the Soviet Union.” 

The wife of H. told me about her sister, who was a poster 
artist. She was a talented woman and until her husband’s 
arrest she had never lacked work. Now she was finding it 
increasingly difficult. On one occasion she submitted a sketch 
for a poster for the November celebrations. The subject was 
“Stalin amongst the Children.” The sketch was returned 
with the observation, “The face of Comrade Stalin is not 
sufficiently benevolent.” She then sketched a smiling Stalin, 
but again it came back, this time with the observation, “Still 
not sufficiently benevolent.” Only at the third attempt with a 
Stalin smiling from ear to ear and surrounded by enthusiastic- 
ally happy children was she successful. 

Amongst the wives of the arrested men were some who did 
not stand by their unfortunate husbands and run from prison 
to prison until they had found them and then pay in the 50 
roubles for them every month. These women declared them- 
selves “Stalinist Communists” and publicly denounced their 
husbands, dissociating themselves from their men’s “political 
deviations,” proclaiming their own “undying loyalty to the 
Party” and promising “to maintain greater Bolshevist watchful- 
ness in the foture.” Not that such an attitude always prevented 
their subsequent arrest, but there was a chance that it might. 

Before Heinz was arrested, he had been under pressure for 
a long time to persuade him to make a “satisfactory” public 
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declaration “criticizing his errors” and proclaiming the 
absolute correctness of the Comintern policy. He was to go 
down on bended knees, confess his sins and ask for pardon. 
He steadfastly refused. Our fate in the Soviet Union in those 
years was the fate of many others. The fate of the German 
Communists was the fate of a whole generation of former 
revolutionaries. 

We had fiome to Moscow in May, 1935. Heinz had been 
held in the Swiss prison of Regensdorf for seven months under 
the constant threat of being handed over to Nazi Germany, 
until the Swiss Government at last decided that there was no 
formal justification for the extradition request of the German 
Government. He was then escorted to a Russian steamer 
docked in Le Havre and placed on board. We were under no 
illusions about our probable reception. “I may be arrested as 
soon as we get to Leningrad,” Heinz said to me. But he was 
wrong as far as that was concerned. We were sent on to Moscow 
and on our arrival we were even given a room in the Lux. 
But that turned out to have been a mistake, for no sooner 
had we settled in than Wilhelm Pieck, who was then Secretary 
of the German Communist Party, phoned us up and demanded 
that we should leave the Lux immediately and take up our 
quarters in a special hotel for emigrants in another part of 
the town. This Heinz firmly refused to do. The matter was 
finally dropped and we stayed temporary victors in the Lux. 

The atmosphere in Moscow when we arrived was already 
stifling. Former political firiends no longer dared visit each 
other. No one could enter or leave the Lux without a special 
pass, and the name and particulars of everyone who did so 
were carefully noted down. All the telephones in the hotel were 
controlled by the G.P.U. from the central switchboard 
and we could regularly hear the tell-tale click as the control 
switched in. The fear of being spied on and listened to became 
so great that good friends would ask: “Have you carefully 
examined your room to make sure there isn't a microphone m 
it somewhere?” and have to be reassured before they would 
consent to visit you. On one occasion one of our visitors 
insisted on searching the room himself, looking in the lamp, 
under the telephone and inside all the electric-light plugs. 

There was hardly one of the political emigrants living in 
Moscow at the time who had not been guilty of some “deviation 
frqm the Comintern line” during the previous ten years, and 
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in consequence the International Control Commission or the 
Cadre Department of the Comintern had every one of them 
under its thumb. Communists who had been guilty of “devia- 
tions” were told to sign “a satisfactory declaration” admitting 
their political errors and underlining the infallibility of the 
Comintern line. After that they were to practise “Bolshevist 
watchfulness” and denounce any instance of criticism they 
noted amongst the people with whom they associated, filing 
signed statements concerning any utterance in their circle 
which smacked of “deviation.” Only if they did zJl this would 
the control authorities believe their protestations of loyalty 
anH be prepared to use them for political work. 

During the two years we were in Moscow before his arrest 
hardly a month passed during which Heinz was not called 
before one or the other of these control commissions: one day 
it would be the International Control Commission, the next time 
it would be the Cadre Department of the Comintern, and on 
a third occasion the Cadre Department of the publishing 
organization for which we both worked as translators. They 
either wanted to urge him once again to make “a satisfactory 
declaration” and admit his political errors, or they called 
him to account for this, that or the other observation hostile 
to the Party he was supposed to have made and which some 
good comrade had reported in the hope of putting himself in 
well with the authorities. 

The following is a characteristic example of the sort of 
thing that was constantly happening. A “Comradely Evening” 
was held for all the employees of the Foreign Workers’ Publish- 
ing House, for which we both worked. Attendance was 
obligatory, and the atmosphere at these affairs was one of 
strained cordiality and simulated cheerfulness. They were the 
most stupid and depressing social occasions imaginable. We 
all had to be gay by order, just as we had to demonstrate by 
order. On this particular evening we had a foreign visitor, 
the publisher, Wieland Herzfelde, who had come from Prague 
on a visit. He and Heinz knew each other very well, and they 
sat together and chatted. Heinz was delighted to find someone 
he could talk to without restraint. We had not been sitting 
together for long when a girl firom Prenzlau came up to our 
table, greeted both Herzfelde and Heinz and sat down with us. 
She had married a Russian named Kamarov, and she now 
spoke her mother tongue with a stressed Russian accent, and 
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never let even the faintest opportunity slip of informing all 
and sundry that she was a “Komsomolkc^’ (a member of the 
Russian Communist Youth League). 

It was perfectly clear to us why she had chosen to sit down 
uninvited at our table. I touched Heinz with my foot under 
the table and used some phrase or other in which the expression 
“all the same” occurred. It was our signal that danger threat- 
ened. The Conversation at our table was interrupted. We went 
on talking in order that it should not be obvious that it had 
been broken off on the arrival of “Kamarova,” as she always 
called herself, but it grew more and more tiresome and I got up, 
feigned tiredness, and went back to the hotel. Heinz stayed 
on with Herzfelde for a while. When he came in I asked him 
anxiously whether he had been careful. “Of course I have,” 
he replied. “Do you think I don’t know what that disgusting 
creature was after?” 

But a week later he was called to the Cadre, or Control, 
Department of the publishing house. On the desk in front of 
the chairman of the department were two handwritten sheets 
of paper to which he referred from time to time — presumably 
Kamarova’s effort. When you were talkmg to Comrade 
Herzfelde did you say this? . . . Did you say that? . . . Did you 
say the other? Heinz stoutly denied having said any of it, or 
anything like it. It was ridiculous rubbish, consisting chiefly 
of contemptuous and rather vulgarly-formulated references to 
the Tchistka. 

This Tchistka, or purge, was a regular institution in the 
Russian Communist Party. In the early days it may have had 
some sensible purpose, but then it must have been operated 
very differently; a vigorously active political party needs to 
get rid of some of its useless ballast from time to time. But 
now it had developed into a constant threat held over the 
heads of the Party members to keep them in fear and trembling. 
The operations of this Tchistka were always public. At the 
Party meetings, when it was m swing, any member had the 
right to get up and denounce any other member, or to ask 
him pointed questions concerning his pohtical past or his 
present activities, questions which had to be publicly answered 
on the spot. And if the member questioned had been guilty of 
some deviation or the other, then he had to do penance 
publicly and morally scourge himself if he was to avoid punish- 
ment, involving perhaps expulsion from the Party. Very often 

17 



an attack of this nature at a Tchistka was the preliminary to 
subsequent arrest by the G.P.U. It can be imagined what an 
opportunity all this offered of paying off old scores. 

Like all other political emigrants in the Soviet Union at 
that time, Heinz and I were prisoners at large. None of us 
could leave the country unless we were sent abroad by the 
Comintern on some mission or the other. For instance, the 
German author, Alfred Kurella, lived in Mos6ow. Henri 
Barbusse had requested in his will that Kurella should edit 
his literary remains and generally manage his hterary aflFairs 
after his death. For this, of course, Kurella would have had 
to go to Paris, but when Barbusse died the Comintern refused 
to let him leave the country. The highest body in the Comin- 
tern, the International Control Commission, which was elected 
by the World Congress, was in reality nothing but a subordinate 
department of the G.P.U. That was made very obvious to 
me after my arrest when my examiners used word for word the 
same phrases as the International Control Commission had 
previously used towards Heinz when he was stiU at liberty, 
living from one summons to the next as the atmosphere grew 
more and more hostile and the charges more and more 
serious. 

At first they continued to appeal to him, “as a Bolshevist,” 
to confess his heresies and admit that he had organized 
“fractional activities hostile to the German Communi s t 
Party” in the years 193 1-2. He firmly denied the charge and 
refused to make the declaration. In the end they lost all 
patience with him and declared that he was responsible for 
the victory of German Fascism. 

At the end of 1936 he was called to Dimitrov, who was at 
that time General Secretary of the Comintern. “I am speaking 
to you at the express request of Comrade Stalin,” Dimitrov 
began. “He has asked me to try and make you into the new 
type of Bolshevist. First of all, I propose that you should write 
a book on the Seventh World Congress of the Comintern 
showing the correctness of its decisions and admitting and 
sincerely condemning your own serious political errors.” 

Heinz never wrote this book, and the result was his arrest. 

One night in September Michailina, who had been poorly 
of late, and I were awakened by a hammering at our door. 
We knew. It was the G.P.U. Two men in uniform. “Have you 
any weapons?” was the routine preliminary. No, I was certain 



they had come for me, and I told them my name. But it was 
not my turn yet. It was Michailina they had come for. She 
was so upset she could hardly dress and she begged them to 
be patient, but they urged her all the time to hasten, and 
when she was dressed they even tried to prevent her taking 
her case with her. There was nothing I could say to console 
her. ''Goodbye, Michailina,’’ I said. "It won’t be long before 
I come after you.” 

It was "Polish Night” for the G.P.U. All the Polish women 
left were taken that night. There was a lorry waiting for them 
down below. Years later I learned by accident that the 
unfortunate Michailina had been sentenced to eight years’ 
forced labour. 

At the end of September I received an official intimation 
that I had been expelled from the German Communist Party, 
of which until then I had still been a member. No reason was 
given. A few days later the management of the Lux gave me 
and about ten other women notice to vacate our rooms within 
three days, as we were no longer employees of the Comintern. 
Naturally, we took, and could take, no notice of it, and so 
the hotel management took us to court. The court was full 
and there were many cases to be dealt with, chiefly paternity 
disputes. There were the mothers with the babies in their 
arms, flanked by their witnesses, and the unwilling fathers 
with theirs. The proceedings were conducted by a friendly old 
gentleman, a lay magistrate, who did his best to persuade the 
parties to come to an agreement. 

When our turn — there were ten of us — came we found 
that the Secretary of the hotel management was there as 
interpreter. I refused to accept her services and insisted on 
putting my own case. In broken Russian, I explained that we 
had all come to Russia as political emigrants, but that the 
G.P.U. had arrested our husbands so that we were all without 
work and without support. In order not to starve, we were 
selling our few possessions, even our books and our clothes. 
If we were now turned out of our rooms, we should be on the 
streets with nowhere to go at all, and no one could be expected 
to take us in. We hadn’t even got valid papers The old man 
listened carefully to all this and then asked only one question: 
had I any relatives in the Soviet Union. Apart from my arrested 
husband, none. To my relief, he then decided that the hotel 
could not evict me and that as long as the circumstances 
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remained as they were I need pay no rent. A similar decision 
was made in respect of the other nine, and we all trooped 
out happily At least we still had a roof over our heads, but 
I knew that Gurevitch, the manager of the Lux, now had his 
knife deep into me for good. 

Gradually I sold all our books. Finally, I was reduced to 
the political ones, and one day I went to a bookshop in the 
Ulitza Gorkovo with a case full of Hegel and Lenin. There 
was an assistant there I had never seen before, and it was 
very obvious that he was out of place. I offered him my books. 
“Hegel and Lenin?” he said with a smile. “We don’t get much 
call for that sort of thing nowadays. Detective stories go better.” 
He looked through the books, noted the many marginal 
comments, nodded with understanding, and said: “Of course 
we’ll buy them.” And he mentioned an unusually high price. 
I was delighted, but the next time I went to the shop he had 
gone, and I did not do so well with my books at all. I told 
this story to my friend, H., and he laughed. “I’m not sur- 
prised,” he said. “Do you know who that was? Bela Hies. 
They put him there as a punishment. He was arrested a few 
days ago.” 

Bela Hies was a well-known Hungarian writer and the 
author of many best-sellers. His latest novel had been written 
around the building of the famous Moscow Underground. 
The chief character was the political leader of the work. 
The MS. had passed the censor, and the first edition was already 
printed when the actual political leader committed suicide. 
The book was then pulped and Bela Hies was severely repri- 
manded and sent off to the bookshop in the Ulitza Gorkovo 
as a punishment. 

The early Russian winter had already begun when Gurevitch 
found an opportunity of dealing with me. He turned me and 
Charlotte Eberlein, the wife of the well-known German 
Communist, Hugo Eberlein, out of the N.E.P. wing of the 
Lux and gave us “accommodation” in a room over a disused 
workshop. The windows didn’t close properly and the stove 
was in disrepair— and the winter was on us. The N.E.P. 
wing of the Lux had been centrally heated. Now we were to 
use some of our few precious roubles on fuel. Money was 
getting more and more scarce, so to economize as far as 
possible, Charlotte; Eberlein’s seventeen-year-old son; Werner, 
Julius Gebhardt, whose wife had also been arreted, and I 
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formed a communal household for cooking purposes. The only 
one of our litde community still working was Werner. After 
his father was arrested, he was expelled from the Karl 
Liebknecht School, where he had been studying, and he then 
got a job as a transport worker. Naturally, he did not earn 
much — between loo and no roubles a month, just about 
enough for^him to keep body and soul together. A kilogram 
(just over 2 pounds) of beef cost between 9 and 10 roubles in 
the State butchers at the time. Pork, obtainable only on the 
free market, cost 17 roubles for the same quantity, butter 
between 16 and 22 roubles, whilst the cheapest bread was 
just under a rouble — 90 copecks to be precise. Presumably a 
worker earning Werner’s wages wasn’t supposed to buy himself 
any clothes at all. I remember that at the time women’s shoes 
cost between 100 and 250 roubles a pair. 

Next to our room lived a Russian who had formerly been 
employed by the Comintern, but was now working in a 
foundry. He had been an active revolutionary in 1917. His 
wife and we cooked on our kyrasinkas^ a sort of primus stove, 
in the corridor. Each knew what the other was cooking, and 
it wasn’t long before they realized just how badly off we were. 
She was a friendly, helpful soul and she soon discovered we 
were the dependants of arrested men and forced to sell our 
few belongings in order to exist. 

‘‘Where do you sell them?” she asked. 

“On the market and in the commission shops,” 

“With your Russian, they’ll see you coming,” she said. 
“I have to take a few things to the market almost every 
month before pay-day. You’d better come with me next time.” 

So the next time we went with her and she helped us as 
best she could. A Russian woman, a stranger to us, dared to 
be seen with us on the streets and did her best to help us, 
whilst our own comrades hadn’t even got courage enough to 
greet us when we passed them in the street. The Tchistka 
regime of “Bolshevist watchfulness” and “public declarations” 
had removed their backbones and robbed them of all civic 
courage. 

The woman’s husband earned 300 roubles a month, which 
was not bad as wages went. She had four children; the eldest 
was in the Red Army, the second boy was still a learner, the 
third child, a girl of fifteen, was at a secondary school, and 
then there was an eight-year-old who had just started school: 
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300 roubles didn’t go far with things so expensive. It was just 
about this time that the girl left school on her own, declaring 
that she wanted to be able to buy herself a new dress occasion- 
ally like the other girls did; so she went to work. 

We learned that they too had been given notice to quit 
because the husband no longer worked for the Comintern. 
“They can’t get us out,” the wife explained, “because we’ve 
got a son in the Red Army. And as soon as he comes out, the 
younger one will go in, so we’re safe for a few years.” 

When I first went into their room I noticed with some 
surprise that there was an ikon in one corner. An ikon in the 
room of a revolutionary worker in a building belonging to the 
Comintern? One day the man was sitting reading the Pravda. 
It was at the time of the Spanish Civil War. '“They’re burning 
down churches again,” he growled. “The Godless pack.” 
“Do you mean the Republicans?” I asked, a little bewildered. 
“Of course I do,” he replied indignantly. Disappointed and 
embittered by conditions in the Soviet Union, this former 
revolutionary worker had returned to the beliefs of his fathers. 
The fact that the Pravda supported the Spanish Republicans 
was quite enough to make him oppose them. A little later the 
wife told me that her husband had allowed her to put the 
ikon back only quite recently. 

Two days before the celebration of the anniversary of the 
November Revolution, workmen appeared and bricked in 
the communication corridor between the N.E.P. wing and 
the main part of the hotel. Henceforth we had to go in and 
out over the courtyard and were not allowed access to the 
baths, which were in the main building. We might have been 
lepers. 

Various workshops gave on to the courtyard through which 
we had to pass. One of them was a carpenters’ and joiners’ 
where furniture was made and repaired for the various 
buildings of the Comintern, including the Lux, whose rooms 
were all furnished. Almost every day through the windows of 
the workshop, we could see Wilhelm Pieck, the leader of the 
German Communist Party, choosing the timber and super- 
intending the execution of his new furniture. At that time 
members of his Party were being arrested and sent to concen- 
tration camps both in Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia. 

In December, 1937, I was once again at the Lubianka to 
pay in my 25 roubles, but this time the oflScial snapped 
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^^Ewo nyetd ^^ — ‘‘Not here.’’ And then the hunt started all over 
again. I went from prison to prison, from the Lubianka to 
the Butirka, from the Butirka to Lefortorgo, from Lefortorgo to 
Sokolniki and back to the Lubianka again — in vain. There 
was an institution in Moscow, the Secretariat of Public 
Prosecutions. There one was supposed to be able to obtain 
information concerning proceedings or judgments. When I 
arrived there the waiting-room was packed with hundreds of 
people trying to find out something about their vanished 
relatives. Women who came out of the information-room were 
often sobbing, and they were almost all pale and distraught. 
“Ten years,” I heard on one occasion, and “Sent to an 
Isolator, with prohibition of letters” on another. But most of 
them could find out nothing at all. Each department had its 
own information office and I went to one after the other. 
Everywhere I got the same reply: “Your husband’s case is not 
in our hands.” 

After some hesitation, I went to the information office of 
the Supreme Military Court. Here I found not more than a 
dozen or so women waiting. They were all well dressed, and 
an almost friendly atmosphere prevailed. These women were 
the wives of high officials of the Party or high officers who had 
been arrested. An officer of the G.P.U. in uniform provided 
the information. He was very smartly uniformed and most 
polite and helpful. He listened considerately to what I had to 
say; then I had to go out again into the waiting-room. About 
half an hour later he called me in again. I could see at once 
that his attitude had changed. “No information whatever will 
be given about the Neumann case,” he said coldly. There 
was nothing more I could do, and I went away in deep depres- 
sion. Soon after that I heard a rumour that Heinz had been 
shot. Without a trial and without a word to his wife about 
his fate? It depressed me terribly, but I didn’t really believe it. 

One afternoon in January, 1938, there was a knock at our 
door. I opened it. Two uniformed G.P.U. officials stood there. 
Well, here it is at last, I thought. But no; instead they handed 
me a document authorizing them to confiscate the property 
of Heinz Neumann. Once again the cupboards were opened. 
There were things that obviously belonged to him: a couple 
of shirts, some underwear and a suit I had kept in the hope 
that he would come out and need them again. They took them, 
and then they saw the typewriter. I fought despairingly to 
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retain it, saying that it was mine; it was the tool of my trade; 
without it I couldn’t work and earn enough to eat. It was no 
use, and they took that too. The official confiscation of a 
man’s belongings means that he has received a severe sentence, 
a minimum of ten years’ imprisonment. The same day the 
belongings of R. F. were confiscated in the same way. Appar- 
ently they had suffered the same fate, probably in the same 
affair. 

But I still made the rounds of the prisons and stood in the 
queues in the faint hope of finding him, or hearing something 
or the other about him. So long as I knew that he was in the 
Lubianka, my anxious thoughts had a point on which they 
could concentrate. But now? How many people did I question 
in the hope of finding out some new way to try, some line that 
had escaped me perhaps! But none of them could help me. 
I had come up against the final brick wall. During my 
inquiries, I learnt a good deal about life in Soviet prisons. 
The prisoners slept on boards; they had no warm blankets; 
all they got to eat was soup. And everyone urgently advised 
me to keep a case ready packed with warm things to accompany 
me to prison when I was arrested. 

Towards the end of 1937 a good deal of excitement was 
caused by the report, afterwards substantiated, that Yeshov, 
the chief of the G.P.U, had shot himself when they came to 
arrest him. At Stalin’s instructions, Yeshov had arrested 
hundreds of thousands and murdered hecatombs of victims. 
And now his turn had come. What could have been the 
reason for his arrest? And all we could think of, distrustful 
and despairing as we were, was that he had been made a 
scapegoat, that the people were to think that he had over- 
stepped his authority, that he was alone responsible for the 
terror. Perhaps a milder course was now to be adopted? 

But no, the arrests continued. Bela Kun and most of the 
Hungarian political emigrants were taken. In February my 
friend H. was arrested, and his wife came to stand with me 
day after day in the queues at one prison after the other. 

in May, 1937, shortly after Heinz was arrested, I sent a 
postcard to my sister, who was living in Paris, telling her 
what had happened and asking her to write po$te restante. 
In this way we managed to keep in touch for a whole year, 
until I too was arrested. Between unimportant observations, 
I slipped in everything of importance, and so my sister was 
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kept informed of my desperate situation and able to undertake 
steps on my behalf. One day I was called to the Customs Office 
in Moscow and there I found a parcel containing two silk 
dresses which had been sent from Prague by an unknown 
consignor. Such things were as rare as rubies in Moscow and 
almost as expensive. I sold them on the market and had 
enough to eat for a month. On another occasion someone sent 
me 200 roubles. The name of the sender was given as Ivan 
Buber, from an address in Moscow I hurried off to the address 
given, but I found it was the address of the People’s Commis- 
sariat for Defence. Then in 1938 I received a postcard: “Be 
patient a little while longer. Help is coming.” 

A week after that I got a letter from the French Consulate 
in Moscow asking me to come there on a certain day. Before 
I went, I said goodbye to all my friends, and then I went off 
with my prison case already packed and all the money I 
possessed in my pocket, for in those days people coming out of 
a foreign consulate were as likely to be arrested as not. I went 
by a devious route, trying to discover whether I was being 
followed — apparently not. Before the French Consulate were 
police, and one or two men in civilian clothes who looked 
suspicious to me. I stood there at some distance, not knowing 
what to do and trying to make up my mind. Perhaps it would 
mean my salvation. Perhaps they would offer me asylum there 
and then. Perhaps I should be arrested when I came out. 
Perhaps I should be sent to Siberia. 

I summoned up my courage and went in. The French Consul 
informed me that the French Government was prepared to 
give me a sauf conduit for the journey to Paris and to grant me 
permission to stay for a period of three months. I was over- 
joyed, but I knew there was much more to it than that. 
“Can you help me to get an exit permit from the Russian 
authorities?” I asked. He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m afraid 
that as you’re not a French citizen there is nothing we can do 
for you in that respect,” he replied. “And the less we have to 
do with the Russkics the better we’re pleased.” I explained my 
situation to him, the arrest of my husband, the danger of my 
own arrest, and all the difficulties. He remained beautifully 
polite to the end, but unhelpful. Very well, I’d try what I 
could do myself, and I left the Consulate clutching the sauf 
conduit around which all my hopes were now centred. 

To my relief, no attempt was made to interfere with me, 
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and I then went to the Passport Oifice to apply for permission 
to leave the country. They were more than a little astonished 
to finri a German in possession of a French document, but 
they took my application and then gave me a twelve-day 
permit to stay. Twelve whole days! As a German, they had 
never given me more than five days at a time. The next few 
days I spent in alternate fear and hope. Should I now be 
arrested? Or would they really give me an exit permit? It 
took a few weeks before I was finally prepared to admit that 
all hope was gone. The Russians refused to let me leave the 
country. One more reason for the G.P.U. to arrest me. 

The old life of waiting to be arrested and standing in one 
queue after the other went on as though it had never been 
interrupted by a thin ray of hope. My prison case was no 
longer so heavy; one thing after the other had been taken out 
and sold on the market. And everywhere I went looking for 
Heinz I got the same reply: “Ewo nyeto ” — “Not here.” And 
still I was not arrested, and outside — outside me — ^it was spring 
again. Had they forgotten me? 

No; it came at last; and when they showed me the order 
for my arrest it was dated October 15th, 1937. It was not 
executed until June 19th, 1938. Michailina was right. You 
got used to arrests. When they came into my room with the 
usual question, “Have you any weapons?” and began their 
search I was perfectly calm and not in the least frightened — I 
had known for so long now that it was inevitable. 

I was taken in a Ford between two G P.U. men, my prison 
case at my feet, and as we drove through the streets of Moscow 
in the first grey of the morning I looked around me with 
interest. It will be a long time before you see streets and 
people in freedom again, I thought. It was — seven long years. 
We drove into the courtyard of the Lubianka and the Ford 
stopped. I was taken through a side door into the building 
and put in a small cell with a table and a chair. Soon afterwards 
they brought me a long questionnaire and pen and ink. I 
Billed it in. After that I was put into a so-called sobatchnik, or 
dog-kennel, a very small cell without a window and with one 
narrow bench to sit down on. When you are seated your 
knees almost touch the door. Just in front of you is a spy-hole. 
Every few minutes it was opened to reveal an imwinking 
and inhuman-looking eye. The cell was lighted, and firom 
time to time a fan was turned on somewhere and a cmrent of 
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air with an indefinable smell went through the cell. After a 
while, I went to sleep huddled up on the bench and when the 
cell door was finally opened and I got up I almost fell out head 
first. 

A uniformed G.P.U. man led me along a stone corridor 
which made our footsteps echo, and took me into a room where 
I was handed over to a woman in a white apron whose appear- 
ance was va^ely disconcerting. She had coarse black hair, 
high cheek bones and a very red complexion, and she at once 
proceeded to search me. It was a very thorough and very 
humiliating operation. 

For many months I had got used to the idea of going to 
prison, but what that really means you learn when you sit 
for the fiirst time behind a locked door without a handle. 
And a bodily search at the Lubianka is the thing to let you 
know to the full what being a prisoner means; not even the 
most intimate parts of your body are any longer decently your 
own; you are no longer a human being; you are a thing, an 
object to be mauled unceremoniously by such creatures as 
the woman with the coarse black hair and the florid features. 

With evil in my heart, I accompanied the warder up a 
flight of stairs and along another comdor with many doors 
until finally he paused before one of them, unlocked it and 
ushered me in. The door slammed into place behind me. 
It was a cell with three mattresses and a number of stools. 
Light came in from a barred window high up in the opposite 
wall. A middle-aged woman sat on one of the stools delving 
into a sack she had brought with her. She nodded to me 
silently and continued what she was doing. Out of the sack 
she produced various other sacks. I must have looked like a 
child watching a conjurer, for she began to explain: 

“This big sack is for my clothes, so that they can’t steal 
them so easily in Siberia. This one’s for bread. This one’s for 
stale bread, and this little one here’s for salt. Yes; you live and 
learn, my dear. I’m better equipped this time than I was last. 
I was in prison then because I was my husband’s wife. After 
a while they let me go, and then I prepared myself to go to 
prison on my own account.” 

It was no news to m^ that women were sent to prison in 
Soviet Russia as zjhena, as wives or mothers of male offenders, 
and for no other reason. The nearest relatives of a man, 
wife or grown-up children were held responsible for his misdeeds 
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with him. Before we had time to go into any fiirther details 
the door was unlocked and another woman was pushed in. 
She was in tears and protesting her innocence— as though 
innocence mattered in such a place. 

Soon after that the door was again opened and I was 
called out “with things.” This time I was put in a smaller 
cell for two prisoners. Before the window was a metal covering 
to prevent prisoners from looking out, so that it was probably 
facing the street. I sat there miserably wondering what was 
going to happen next, my eyes fixed on the door and my ears 
strained to catch every sound in the corridor. Footsteps 
sounded. They came to a halt outside the door, the lock 
clicked and when the door opened a girl in a yellow summer 
dress came m. She had dark brown curls and a firesh, healthy 
complexion. She seemed tremendously amused about some- 
thing. She sat down with a flop on the firee stool and burst 
out laughing. 

“How right my mother was!” she exclaimed. “When I put 
this new dress on for the first time this morning she said: 
‘You never know, a new life may start for you now.’ And it 
has.” And she shook with laughter. 

It appeared that as she had left the university, where she 
was studying medicine, two men had arrested her, put her 
in a car and brought her to the Lubianka. She declared that 
she hadn’t the faintest idea why. 

The spy-hole in this cell kept going all the time too. To 
msike it still more uncanny, it was painted on the inside in 
the form of a human eye. Neither of us had had any experience 
of prison life and when the mealtime came round I ate for 
the first lime out of a metal bowl. It was a brown tin like a 
dog’s dish, and in it was lentil soup which smelt quite good, 
but I couldn’t get it down. With it was a crust of Russian 
black bread. Normally, I quite like that bread, but the 
Lubisinka had robbed me of all appetite. 

The door opened again and my companion was told to 
come “without things” — ^she had none. She patted her hair, 
stroked her dress straight and went out with a smile. I sat 
behind waiting for my turn. Did they know anything about 
my secret meetings with H. or F.? Or had someone denounced 
me for something I had said? Or was it just my routine arrest? 
If only I could speak Russian better! What did they know? 
And in my restlessness I sprang up and took my first walk 
28 



in a prison cell — ^five paces forward, five paces back, up and 
down, up and down. It was perhaps two hours when my fellow 
prisoner came back. This time she was not laughing and there 
was a look of fear on her face. I couldn’t get a word out of 
her and she stared anxiously at the spy-hole. 

Again the door was opened and this time an old peasant 
woman came in. She was about seventy years old with a 
wrinkled face brown with age and the sun. She put down her 
bundle, looked around for a seat, sat down and sighed con- 
tentedly. 

^^Thank God that I was able to come to Moscow for once 
in my life,” she said at large. “I always wanted to. How nice 
it is here, and warm, and there’s electric light, and they 
bring you your food And how clean it is! There’s nothing at 
all to worry about.” 

And then she told us that many years before she had been 
sent to Siberia as a ‘'prisoner at large” because she had been 
a Social Revolutionary, She had lived in a mud hut, and 
but for the kindness of the peasants she would have starved. 
And how lonely it had been! Her only companion was a cat. 
And the trouble to get fuel during the long winter! 

“Here at least you’re amongst fellow human beings. I 
count myself lucky.” 

I listened to her with astonishment. It was a new point of 
view to me. Whilst she was talking the door opened again. 
It was for the girl “without things.” Again she was away for 
an hour or so and then back in the cell for perhaps ten or 
fifteen minutes. And so it went on thiough the night. Each 
time she flung herself down on to the mattress and tried to 
sleep, and each time she was called out again. I knew from 
the stories of others that this was a favourite G.P.U. method — 
chain questioning, designed to break a suspect’s spirit. 

The light was on all night. I sat on a stool and leaned against 
the wall. There were only two mattresses in the cell. The old 
Social Revolutionary slept as peacefully as a child on one of 
them. 

^ The first thin light of morning began to come through the 
sides of the window cover when the young girl came back 
again. This time she sat huddled up on the other stool and 
began to talk in a firightened voice trembling with tears. 

“They’ve arrested my boy friend as well,” she said. “He’s a 
student too. They say he was preparing an attempt on Stalin’s 
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life and that I knew all about it. It’s madness. My God! My 
God! What shall I do?” 

She looked very different from the fresh, cheerful girl who 
had come in the day before. Her eyes were now swollen with 
weeping, her face was smeared, her hair was in disorder and 
her nice new summer dress was all creased. The old woman 
woke up and tried to console her, but without effect. I sat 
on the edge of the old girl’s mattress and had to iell her about 
life abroad and in Moscow, and about everything that had 
happened in recent years. She was a real personality, and she 
radiated a calm and philosophical confidence which almost 
made me forget where I was. I shared a cell with her for two 
days and grew greatly attached to her in that short time. 
When we parted she patted me on the shoulder and paid me 
perhaps the highest compliment of my life: “Don’t worry, 
my dear,” she said. “You’re not the sort to go under in 
Siberia.” 

On the second day she went off to be examined. When 
she came back she was s milin g, and she chuckled as she told 
me about it. 

“When I went in there was a young hop o’ my thumb, 
about twenty he was, sitting there solemnly. ‘What?’ I said. 
‘I suppose you’re the oldest they’ve got here?’ ‘Sit down, 
citizen,’ he said severely. ‘Speak when you’re spoken to.’ 
And then he read out a long rigmarole. ‘Anna Pavlovna . . . 
charged with preparation for terror.’ ‘Preparation for terror?’ 
I said. ‘No, mannikin; that means you, not me.’ He didn’t 
get anything out of me, not even his change, and here 1 am 
again.” 

On the third day I said goodbye to my companions and 
was taken away. They took me through the spick and span 
corridors of the Lubianka, where everything smells of carbolic 
and disinfectant — an efficient machine which filled me with 
fear. Before I knew what was happening, I found myself in a 
courtyard in which there were two prison cars. One of them 
was the typical Russian version of the “Black Maria,” but 
the other was painted white and camouflaged as a baker’s 
delivery van, with the words “Bread, Rolls and Cakes” 
painted on it in gold letters — “Maria” in disguise. So I was 
leaving the Lubianka without even being questioned. Perhaps 
they already knew all they wanted to know about me. I was 
the wife of Heinz Neumann. That was enough. 
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I was put into a little compartment about the size of a 
small wardrobe, with just enough room to perch on a narrow 
bench, and then off we went through the Moscow streets. I 
could hear the horns of motors and the bells of tram-cars. 
Life in Moscow was going on as usual without me. After a 
while the car began to slow down, and finally it stopped. My 
wardrobe door was opened and I tumbled out to find myself 
in another c&urtyard with about a dozen other women, both 
old and young, carrying bundles and cases. Uniformed officials 
herded us together and hurried us off into a room something 
like a station waiting-room. It turned out that we were in the 
Butirka. I was placed in a small cell alone, and then the 
reception formahties began. My case was taken away, but I 
was left with a blanket, a pillow and some underwear. After 
a while a uniformed wardress took me to have a bath. The 
air was humid and disagreeable. Whilst I washed myself, an 
eye looked at me all the time through the spy-hole. Then the 
same wardress took me through corridor after corridor, and 
as she walked along she hammered at regular intervals with a 
large key on the metal buckle of her belt. This, I learned, was 
to warn other warders who might be accompanying prisoners. 
Prisoners in the Butirka were not supposed to see any other 
prisoner, apart from their cell mates. It was all very well 
organized. 

She came to a halt at Cell 31 and unlocked it. When she 
opened the door for me to go in, I stood on the threshold 
petrified and wondering whether my eyes were deceiving me. 
But a push between the shoulders soon shoved me in and the 
door clanged behind me. My first thought was that I was 
being put away in a lunatic asylum. There were scores of 
half-naked women in the cell, lying down on boards, sitting, 
leaning against each other and the walls. It was like a heap 
of worms and the air was hardly breathable. There was a 
constant undertone of noise as they all talked to each other 
in whispers. No one took the least notice of me. I was obviously 
just another one. I stood there with my bundle hesitantly 
and then I sat down with some embarrassment on the edge 
of the boards. A girl came up to me. It was Kaethe Schulz. 
She had beautiful auburn hair and delicate features, but she 
spoke in authentic Berlin dialect. 

You re German, aren’t you?” she whispered. ' ‘Anyone 
can see that. You’re not allowed to speak above a whisper 
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here, by the way. What a hole. The cell’s supposed to be for 
twenty-five. With you, we’re a hundred and ten. I’ll tell the 
Cell Senior, Perhaps she can find you a place somehow.” 

The Cell Senior was a Georgian girl named Tasso Salpeter. 
She welcomed me amiably. 

‘Tt’s difficult to find any more room,” she said. ‘‘You’ll 
have to suck it next to the lavatory pails for a while until I 
can find you a better place.” 

And so I took my place next to par asha^ as the institution 
is called in Russian prison %\dLjxg—parasha is the diminutive of 
Praskovya, a Russian girl’s Christian name. My neighbour 
proved to be an epileptic, who had been put there on account 
of her “bad behaviour.” Then there were a number of women 
who had neither blankets nor coats, and who could find no 
one to share a blanket with them. It was too cold for them near 
the window, so they had to put up with the smell. In order 
to provide sleeping accommodation for the no inmates, all 
the wall beds were turned down and planks were placed across 
them. These were the notorious naris I had already heard of. 
But in order to make room for everybody, it was not only the 
beds that were covered in this way, but also the spaces between 
them, so that almost the whole cell was covered over with this 
floor of planks. All that was left uncovered was a part of the 
centre gangway near the door, and in that part was a table 
with many compartments which held food tins and bread. 
Close to the door and at my feet were two gigantic pails whose 
contents stank to high heaven. 

Even so, despite the ingenuity of the Russian prison authori- 
ties with their naris^ there was not enough room and it was 
impossible for the prisoners to lie down on their backs. We 
all had to lie on our sides, literally like sardines, and when one 
hip was so tired that a move was essential negotiations had 
first to be conducted with the prisoner on either side so that 
they could all turn together. The more experienced prisoners, 
old Muscovites, pointed out the marks in the walls where rings 
had once been to which prisoners had been chained in pre- 
revolutionary days. Things had progressed since then, but at 
least those prisoners of former days had had more room than 
we had. 

The first days in Cell 31 were like a nightmare. The two 
windows of the cell had thick, opaque glass — the cell was on 
the ground floor — and in oonsequence it was never really 
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light. At j&rst it was almost impossible to tell one woman from 
the other. No one spoke out loud and some of them made 
themselves understood by signs. A group of women huddled 
together at the windows were obviously intent on some work 
or the other. The half-exposed bodies of most of the women 
were of a peculiar greyish-blue tinge from long confinement 
without light ^and air. Every time the lid of the parasha was 
lifted, which was often, my stomach turned over. And in that 
atmosphere we had to eat and sleep. 

My epileptic neighbour had an attractive face with eyes 
set strangely wide apart, but she treated me with reserve and 
even hostility. The very first day, after a whispered set-to 
with her neighbour on the other side, she had a fit. Her body 
contorted violently in a terrifying fashion and she rolled 
around in the soiled space around the parasha. It was as much 
as I could do not to scream. 

All the faces around me were glistening with sweat and 
swollen with the heat. Opposite me was a woman with an 
old body and a young face. She leaned against the wall and 
looked listless and ill. I noticed that always after she had eaten 
she was sick. Her worn-out body was half naked, and I won- 
dered why she did not cover herself up with something or the 
other. I hadn’t yet learned how quickly a woman loses any 
sort of feeling for privacy and intimacy in such circumstances. 
Another woman was wearing only a pair of black silk knickers, 
and she sat dolefully staring at nothing and plucking hairs 
out of her chin. Another lay with her head in the lap of a 
fidend, who systematically went over her scalp for lice. Some 
just lay inert all day. Others were in constant movement, 
particularly a very gross woman, who slid her fat bottom 
over the boards like some great crab. She went from group 
to group and seemed to be directing certain mysterious 
operations. 

In one corner was the place occupied by our Cell Senior, 
Tasso, I often found myself looking at her. She had a lovely 
face with dark, shining eyes, fine eyebrows, an aquiline nose 
and an expressive mouth. The white of her teeth when she 
smiled was intense. But the most beautiful thing about her, 
I thought, were her movements. She was as lithe and graceful 
as a cat. She was the only one who was allowed to walk over 
the naris^ and from time to time she would have to negotiate 
with the korpusnoiy or leading warder, of our wing, or with 
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the ordinary wardress. By her tact and diplomacy she saved 
us from many a punishment. She had a rather gleeful sense 
of humour. When we got better acquainted, she would take 
one of her pigtails and squeeze it in between nose and upper 
lip so that it hung down on either side like a certain moustache 
we had all very good reason to be acquainted with. 

At first. I thought I should go mad, but Mchailina was 
right: in the end you get used to anything. Kaethe Schulz, 
the Berlin Cockney, did much to keep me sane. Her real 
name was Kaethe Schmidt, but the G.P.U. had registered 
her under the name in her false passport, so Kaethe Schulz 
she remained. That was the general custom, and there was 
method in it; where foreign prisoners were concerned, it 
made inquiries into their whereabouts from abroad more 
difficult. Kaethe was a working-class girl, and in Berlin she 
had been a member of the Communist Youth League. After 
the murder of the Nazi, Horst Wessel, in 1931, she was arrested 
by the police for no other reason than that the murderer 
happened to be a member of the same branch as she was. 
However, she was acquitted at the trial, but when the Nazis 
came to power in 1933 and staged a new trial she had to flee 
the country. She went first to Prague and then on to Moscow, 
where she worked in the O.M.S. Department of the Comintern, 
which dealt with all foreign matters. 

During the course of 1937 the head of this department, 
Abramov-Mirov, was arrested by the G.P.U., which then 
made a clean sweep and arrested all his staflF, including Kaethe. 
Abramov-Mirov was accused of having spied for no less than 
fifteen foreign countries. The charge against Kaethe was 
that she was his accomplice. “You know, Grete,” she said. 
“I’m not in the least frightened. The Party will get me out. 
They know I’m innocent.” 

“Which Party do you mean?” I asked. 

“Why, the German Party, of course,” she replied in wonder- 
ment. “Wilhelm Pieck knows me very well.” 

She really thought that Pieck, a notorious toady of the 
G.P.U., would help her. He was more likely to push her 
tmder still further to make his own skin more secure. I said 
nothing fturther. Why attempt to rob her of her illusions and 
her hope? She certainly was innocent, poor child. Much later, 
in 1940, when I was deported to Nazi Germany, I learnt 
from a German who had come from Central Siberia that he 
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had met her at Kotlas on her way to Eastern Siberia to serve 
a sentence of ten years’ forced labour. I can see her still. 
After we settled down for the night, she would pick her way 
carefully over the innumerable bodies with a matchbox in 
each hand. In one was menthol ointment and in the other 
vaseline, and she would offer them around in a sotto-voce 
imitation of someone selling cigarettes and chocolate at a 
cinema. Even when I knew her, which was more or less at 
the beginning of her imprisonment, she would often faint. 
She is hardly likely to have survived 

There was another German with us in Cell 31: Grete 
Sonntag from Mannheim. Her real name was Aenne Krueger. 
She had been in the Butirka eight months when I arrived. 
She and her husband had worked together in a leather factory 
somewhere in the provinces, and they had both been arrested 
on the eve of the November celebrations in 1937. She was 
charged with counter-revolutionary agitation. She hardly 
said a word all day, and her face was lined with bitterness. 
Her dark brown hair was tied negligently in the nape of the 
neck with a ribbon. She took great care of the few things she 
had, and it was only what she stood up in. At night she would 
carefully examine everything and repair the least damage 
at once. Her great pride were the leather top boots she had 
been awarded in her factory for exemplary work. She spoke 
no Russian, and she had an idea that the Russian prisoners 
took advantage of her and talked about her. She grew more 
and more morose and hostile every day, and it was a long 
time before she consented to talk to me. 

‘T was always a good Communist,” she said to me bitterly 
one day. ‘T always worked hard in the factory and I never 
did anything wrong. What do they want with me?” 

It appeared that when the Russians began to deport German 
specialists in 1936-7 there was some excitement and indignation 
amongst the Germans in the leather factory where she worked. 
During the course of one such discussion she had said to a 
young German worker: ‘^Well, it really doesn’t matter much 
to you if they send you back to Germany. You were never 
in the Communist Party, and the Nazis have got nothing 
against you.” This remark was overheard by a good Commu- 
nist, who denounced her to the G.P.U. Hence her arrest and 
the charge. She got five years’ forced labour for it at the same 
time as I was sentenced. 
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The day in the Butirka began early. At half-past four in 
the morning we were woken up with a rattling at the hatch 
and the shout: “Wake up. Get ready.” Everything had to be 
done in a mad rush, and the shout “Dami! DavaU" — “Quick! 
Quick!” — was the one most frequently heard. The effect on 
us was much as though an ant-heap were suddenly turned 
over. Everyone grabbed her wash things in order to be first, 
if possible, because, of course, the washing accommodation 
was not remotely sufficient for all of us. In the room where 
we washed there were five lavatories and ten water taps. I 
say “lavatories,” but they were in reality five holes in the 
ground and nothing else. Queues immediately formed in 
front of all five holes and all ten taps. Imagine if you can 
going to the lavatory in the morning with at least a dozen pairs 
of eyes watching you, and being shouted at and urged on by 
others waiting impatiently for their turn. And woe betide 
you if you couldn’t hurry! And the same thing afterwards at 
the taps. Naturally, it was quite impossible to keep yourself 
properly clean. The whole business for no of us had to be 
over in forty minutes, and if it wasn’t the last ones were 
unlucky; they were hurried back to the cell with the rest. 

That was our hfe, whether we were there for weeks, months 
or years. And whatever you did, whether you went out to 
exercise, or were called out in the middle of the night for 
questioning, it all had to be done at the double: ^‘Davai! 
Davai!” 

Until you got used to it, the night was worse than the day. 
Try to sleep at night under strong electric light — ^prisoners are 
not allowed to cover their faces — on bare planks without even 
a straw sack or a pillow, and perhaps without even a blanket, 
pressed against your fellow prisoners on either side. 

Questionings usually took place at night. The procedure 
would begin just after ten, and sometimes went on all night. 
The cell door would open with a rattle which woke us all up, 
a name would be shouted: “Get ready. Without things.” 
The unfortunate would scrabble around hastily for a few 
things to put on. Perhaps one shoe was missing, and she took 
a little longer to find it. At once a harsh voice would begin 
to bawl: ‘^Davai! Dasat!” Most of the other prisoners would 
sit up. It took a really hard-boiled prisoner to turn over on 
the other side and go on sleeping. Sleep, blessed sleep — our 
one @cape from all this misery. 

36 



And it was even worse in the early hours when the women ' 
came back one by one from their examination, upset and 
each giving vent to her feelings in her own way. Some of them 
crawled listlessly to their places and sat rocking backwards 
and forwards, sobbing noiselessly. Others would fling them- 
selves down in a loud fit of weeping. Others used frightful 
language and cursed the examining oflSicials. One of the 
women there was a cook. She had gone after a job which had 
been advertised in the Vechernaya Moskwa, It turned out to 
be cook at the Japanese Embassy. She got the job, but before 
she had time to start, the G.P.U. arrested her and she was 
now charged with espionage. When she returned from ques- 
tioning at night she would scream and rave, hammering on 
the walls with her fists and cursing God and the world. A 
storm of protest would then arise from the other prisoners, 
whose precious night’s rest was being disturbed. They would 
abuse her with all the names they could lay their tongues to, 
until at last, intimidated, she fell silent. 

There was a gradual coming and going in the Butirka, and 
after a while I worked my way from the parasha towards the 
windows, where I had Kaethe Schulz for my neighbour on 
one side and a Russian gymnastic teacher on the other. 
This woman’s favourite pastime was a game with matches 
which foretold whether you were going free or being sent to 
Siberia. It was forbidden, of course — everything which might 
amuse or console a prisoner was forbidden — and on one or 
two occasions she was seen at it by the wardress through the 
spy-hole. She would deny it vigorously, but the imperturbable 
wardress would carefully count the matches and if there were 
exactly forty-one, the number you needed for the game, there 
was punishment. 

Most of the prisoners passed their time in this, that or the 
other prohibited activity, because everything was wrong 
except sitting still and doing nothing. Speaking, singing, 
standing up and walking around— it was all forbidden. The 
favourite occupation was sewing, but there was only one 
needle and a very limited amount of thread officially provided 
for all of us, and as that had to be used solely for repairs, 
much ingenuity was needed. If anyone was caught making a 
garment then there were punishments, and not punishments 
merely for the oflTender, but for everyone. The women engaged 
on this work would crouch at the window and others would 
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sit between them and the door in order to unsight the wardress 
when she looked through the spy-hole. Quite useful needles 
were fashioned out of matchsticks. This type was suitable for 
embroidery. Another type of needle was made by sacrificing 
a tooth from a comb and boring a hole through one end 
with the sacred communal needle which belonged to the whole 
cell and had to be produced for inspection every morning. 
Everyone was punished if this needle could not be produced. 
It was made red hot in the flame of a match for the delicate 
boring operation. One thing at least was allowed — smoking. 
Hence the possession of matches. Naturally, we had to buy 
our own cigarettes; there was no ration. 

A whole dress was manufactured in our cell. One of the 
women had been arrested on the street just as she was, and 
she had been in prison so long that her light dress was falling 
oflFher in rags. No one held on political remand in Moscow was 
permitted to receive things from home, and the prison authori- 
ties provided no clothing, no underwear and no covering of 
any sort. However, prisoners could buy towels and men’s 
vests. Some of the prisoners who had a little money decided 
to help the unfortunate woman to a new dress, so they clubbed 
together and bought half a dozen towels of rough, unbleached 
Russian linen. But how was the dress to be cut out without a 
pair of scissors? A little ingenuity solved the problem. The 
^'cut” was marked with the burnt ends of matches, the material 
was folded along the marked lines and a lighted match was 
run backwards and forwards for a moment or two along the 
fold, then the material was unfolded again and the line was 
burnt through. The cotton for sewing was obtained by care- 
fully withdrawing threads from other clothing. Anyone who 
came into our cell with a woollen vest certainly never had 
enough of it left to cover her nakedness after about six months; 
it was unravelled from the bottom up. In this way we also 
obtained wool for darning. Threads from coloured pullovers 
and so on were in particular demand. They were used for 
embroidery. Amongst the Russian women there were one or 
two who were really artists at this kind of work. The towel 
dress — ^it was made for a fat Lettish woman — went from hand 
to hand and was beautifully embroidered at the neck, the 
sleeves and round the bottom of the skirt. When it was finally 
finished it was damped down and carefully folded and the 
fortunate possessor slept on it all night. Believe it or not, 
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but when it was produced in the morning it was really delight- 
ful; it would not have disgraced the window of a fashionable 
dress shop. 

The illegal manufacture of this dress was carried out from 
beginning to end without a hitch, but our affairs did not 
always prosper so well, and hardly a week passed in which 
our cell was not punished for something or the other — all of 
us, on the prihciple of collective responsibility beloved by the 
Russian authorities. One of the punishments was the with- 
drawal of the right to have books from the library, and in 
consequence I received only two books all the time I was 
there. 

At first I found it very difficult to eat the prison food and I 
had to force it down. One day there would be cabbage soup; 
the next day fish soup; and the day after that cabbage soup 
again, and so on. In comparison with what was to come, 
the food in the Butirka was reasonably good, but in comparison 
even with the short commons we had suffered in the period 
after the arrest of Heinz it was almost uneatable. With the 
soup there was about a poimd of Russian black bread a day, 
and in the evening there was a pappy meal of lentils, barley 
or groats. 

Gradually I found myself getting used to prison life and its 
rhythm: in the mornings we all tumbled out to make our 
toilets as well as we were able; at midday there was balanda, 
the prison soup, and in the evening there was kasha. One of 
the rare joys of the prison day was exercise. For twenty whole 
minutes, sometimes during the day and sometimes at night, 
we were taken out into the yard, where we could stretch our 
legs and breathe in the fresh air. It was too great a pleasure, 
and therefore everything possible was done to spoil it for us. 
We had to walk round in pairs with our hands behind our 
backs and our eyes on the ground whilst two wardresses 
carefully watched our every movement, and if one of us forgot 
herself sufficiently to lift her head in a deep breath or to swing 
her arms in time to our walk there were immediate shouts. 
On one occasion a crow perched high up on the prison wall. 

I saw him out of the corner of my eye. God, I thought, he can 
fly away just where he pleases! There was nothing for him 
behind these walls. Not a blade of grass. Not a scrap of living 
green anywhere. Should I ever walk on grass again? Ever 
be in a field with trees around and the blue sky above me? 
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In the distance we could hear the noise of traffic, and once 
an aeroplane flew over our prison through our patch of sky. 
It was too much for discipline. All our heads lifted and our 
eyes went up. But immediately the wardresses began to bawl 
at us and we lowered them again. 

The Butirka was so overcrowded that it was impossible to 
get the twenty minutes’ exercise provided for in the rules 
done in the day, so exercising went on all night 'as well. 

Gradually I got to know the Russian prisoners. We were 
all supposed to be political offenders, but they were strange 
political prisoners. Apart from Tasso, I never heard a word of 
criticism of the Soviet regime from a Russian prisoner the 
whole time I was in the Butirka. If they had kept quiet for 
fear of denunciation, it would have been understandable, but 
there were one or two cliques in our cell who vied with each 
other in proclaiming their devotion to the Soviet regime and 
their loyalty to the Party. A woman named Katia Semionova, 
was typical — typical not only of these women in the Butirka, 
but typical of the present Russian generation of women. She 
was a thick-set woman of about thirty, with straight hair cut 
short and combed back over her head She was always dressed 
in a man’s woollen sweater and shorts, and all her movements 
were deliberately masculine. She had a habit of pulling her 
shorts into place as though she were doing up a belt, and when 
we exercised she usually marched along in front with her 
chest stuck out as though she was marching in a demonstration. 
I was treated with some mistrust by these cliques: first of 
all, because I was a foreigner, and secondly, because no doubt 
my critical remarks had been reported. But one day I got into 
conversation with Katia. 

“What on earth are you here for?” I asked. 

“I’m the victim of a Trotskyite slander,” she declared, 
sticking out her chest virtuously. “But you just wait: I’ll 
pay them back for it, the scoundrels.” 

“Oh, so you’re innocent, like everyone else here,” I said. 

“I don’t know about that,” she replied. “I only know my 
own case and that of one or two of my friends. You must 
remember that I come from a family in which there are nine 
Stakhanovites and in my factory I was known as the non-Party 
Bolshevist.” 

‘^But, Katia,” I continued, “you’ve talked with the others 
here just as I have; haven’t you got the impression that they’re 
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really all innocent; that they really haven’t done anything 
against the Soviet Government?” 

She looked at me with fanatical hatred in her eyes. She 
didn’t want them to be innocent. ‘They haven’t arrested half 
enough yet,” she spat. “We must protect ourselves from the 
traitors. And what if there are a few really innocent ones 
amongst them? You can’t make omelettes without breaking 
eggs.” 

I remember in particular the women who came in after 
me; after I had got more or less used to the life and had my 
wits about me again. There was a student of mathematics 
brought from a prison in the provinces. No sooner had she 
flung herself down on the boards than she was asleep. The 
next morning she had to be dragged out with us to the washing- 
room. She seemed drunk with lack of sleep. But when she 
washed herself we saw that her body was heavily marked with 
dull stripes that ran criss-cross over her buttocks and thighs 
The fat Lettish woman for whom the dress had been made 
had also been beaten black and blue during her questioning. 

A few days after me came a woman of about thirty-five. 
Her eyes were distraught, but there were no tears in them. 
She refused to eat or say a word. That was nothing unusual 
at first, but she persisted. In the end we learned that she had 
left three small children at home with no one to look after 
them. When she finally did talk she spoke wildly and without 
much sense. After a fortnight she was taken away because her 
brain was unhinged. Towards the end of my time in the 
Butirka she was brought back again. This time she ate, but 
she still spoke very little. She was there when I left. 

The Russian prisoners told me that you could always tell 
as soon as a new prisoner came in whether she had been 
arrested on her own account or as zJienia^ because the wives 
of arrested men knew they were going to be arrested and had 
everything ready to take with them. 

The reactions of the prisoners were very varied. One day a 
mother of three yoimg children was put into our cell. “Thank 
God I’ve been arrested at last,” she said. “Now at least my 
children will get something to eat. Since my husband was 
arrested, I’ve been out of work and we’ve had nothing to 
eat.” 

My close firiendship with Tasso dated from the time, soon 
after I arrived, when she came to me and warned me. 
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'^You must be more careful what you say. Don’t discuss 
politics so openly here. There are spies around.” 

Tasso was the wife of the commander of Stalin’s bodyguard, 
a Lett. After the arrest of Yagoda, the Chief of the G.P.U,, 
the Salpeters were given his flat. It was beautifully equipped, 
and Tasso and her husband and a friend went over it together. 
One of the rooms was furnished in the Asiatic style, with 
carpets on the walls, divans and thick rugs on the floor. 
Over a divan hung a large picture of Stalin. Pointing to it^ 
Tasso said lightly: “Well, we’ll get rid of that.” Shortly after- 
wards both Tasso and her husband were arrested. At her 
questioning, she was told that this was the reason for her 
arrest, but in all probability her husband was arrested with 
all the others at the time the old officers corps of the Red 
Army was liquidated and the Soviet marshals executed. Tasso 
would have been arrested as his wife in any case. However, 
in my experience, the G.P.U. is always anxious to have some 
pretext to justify or at least explain an arrest. The charges 
against political prisoners were much the same: “counter- 
revolutionary agitation,’ ’ “counter-revolutionary organiza- 
tion” — sometimes both together — “preparation for armed 
insurrection,” “preparation for terrorism,” “espionage.” I even 
heard of an indictment which charged the accused with 
“espionage for some other country.” Amongst the no women 
in our cell there were only these five variants — one more 
fantastic than the other 

Tasso stoutly denied ever having made the observation 
with which she was charged — it was lucky for her they had 
never seen her moustache trick — but they seemed intent on 
securing a confession. Whilst we were together in the Butirka, 
she was not often taken away for questioning, but later on we 
were separated, and I did not meet her until a year later in 
Karaganda, where she told me the rest of the story. One night 
she was taken out of her cell and put into a dark cell. This, 
she knew, was a measure ordered by the examining judge 
when it was desired to extract a confession. There was no 
window in the cell and nowhere to sit down except on the 
floor. She was held in constant darkness on nothing but bread 
and water. There was a round hole in the door — as she thought, 
for air — ^but one day a cinema projection apparatus was set 
up on the other side and a film was thrown on to the opposite 
wall. It was a film largely of Russian and Caucasian 
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landscapes, and the accompanying music was composed of 
Caucasian folk-songs. Then came a picture of children 
playing — and then suddenly a picture of children’s corpses. 
At that the film was switched off and a voice sounded: 'Tasso 
Salpeter, you are lying.” 

A little while after that she was taken out of the cell for 
questioning. The examining judge called upon her to confess, 
but she still insisted that she had never said anything of the 
sort. "Very well,” he declared. "We’ll soon see.” And at that 
moment the door opened and her husband was brought in. 

"He was in a terrible state,” said Tasso. "His face was pale 
and worn and his eyes looked everywhere but at me. There 
were marks round his wrists as though he had been constantly 
in handcuffs. 'Well,’ said my examiner with a grin, 'will you 
confess now?’ 'I’ve nothing to confess,’ I replied. 'Then 
your husband will give you the he,’ he went on, and, turning 
to him, he asked: 'What did your wife say when you saw the 
picture of Comrade Stalin in your new flat?’ For the first time 
my husband looked at me. It was a frightened, pitiful look. 
Then he turned to my examiner and said as though he were 
reciting a piece: 'She said: "Well, we’ll get rid of that.” ’ 
Then they took him away and after that I got eight years,” 

On the wall in our cell hanging up between the two windows 
were the prison rules and regulations. I hadn’t been there 
long, or bothered to go over and read their innumerable 
clauses, when one day they were removed. We wondered 
why, and the general opinion was that new and even stricter 
rules were about to be enforced. But they came back a day or 
so later with no change except a new signature. The old 
prison governor had apparently followed his chief, Yeshov, 
to prison. Whilst I was there the prison commandant of the 
Butirka changed twice. 

A much-feared institution in the Butirka was the ohysk, or 
general search. This took place at least once a month and quite 
unexpectedly. In the middle of the night the cell door would 
be flung open and a wardress would shout: "Everyone get 
ready. With things. ObjysL^' In the greatest haste we would all 
grab our things and stick them in whatever receptacle we 
had, all of us hoxmded by the same idea: get rid of anything 
forbidden. And it was astonishing how many forbidden things 
prisoners could amass. The women mobbed each other round 
the parasha to throw them away. We each had a mess tin, 
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but some of the women wanted something better, so they 
made bowls out of black bread, moistening it, kneading it 
into shape and then letting it dry hard. Chess sets made in 
the same way were very popular, one set being made white 
with tooth-powder. Of course, it was forbidden to play chess, 
or, indeed, anything at all. 

A few minutes later the wardress would herd us all out into 
the corridor, still half asleep, and shepherd us off to a special 
room, where we were searched, whilst in our absence the cell 
was searched from top to bottom. First of all we had to strip; 
particular attention was paid to all our bodily openings, and 
a torch was used to look into our mouths and under our 
tongues. They were looking m particular for pieces of glass or 
metal, knives, mirrors, and, of course, pieces of paper on 
which messages might be written. After that humiliating 
experience — ^yes, you get used to that too — our things were 
carefully examined. My clothes were all foreign made, and 
the trade marks, etc., seemed to arouse the suspicion of the 
wardress, for she carefully removed them all, and where they 
were not removable she cut them out with a pair of scissors. 
Our shoes came in for special attention. Some of the more 
callous and brutal wardresses would just tear off the soles, 
and women could find themselves in Siberia with flapping 
soles to their shoes. This wretched business lasted a very long 
time and robbed us of several hours’ sleep. 

Naturally, quarrelling sometimes broke out amongst the 
prisoners, and then the whispered hum would swell up into 
hysterical shouting and screaming. A wardress would soon be 
hammering at the door threatening dire punishments for the 
whole cell and then the hubbub would subside. This banging 
on doors was usually all we heard from the world outside our 
cell, but one morning we were paralysed with fright when we 
heard blood-curdling shrieking, as though scores of women 
were being brutally murdered or fiendishly tortured. Then the 
shouting of wardresses gradually rose above the infernal din 
and a hush descended. We were used to a good deal, but we 
looked at each other in fear and trembling and our faces 
were even paler than usual. What had happened? Had there 
been a mutiny? Had prisoners been tortured? But in the end 
we ceased to think about it any longer. The prison regime 
at the Butirka functioned excellently and we could discover 
nothing. We never got word from another cell and we never 
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saw another prisoner. However, some time later a cell com- 
munity had to be broken up for some reason or the other, and 
some of the women were put in with us and then we heard 
the solution of the mystery: whilst the women of this cell 
were in the washing-room, a rat had sprung out from behind 
the piping and run across the floor amongst all the naked 
women. And jt the sight, all these hardened terrorists, counter- 
revolutionaries and wreckers had just gone off into hysterics. 

Amongst the eight women who came into our cell in this 
way was a German girl from Danzig named Franciska Levent- 
Levith. Her father had been a bandmaster there and she had 
married a Russian named Levent-Levith. Her husband was 
in the Russian Information Service, and for a time they had 
been in England. In 1937 were recalled to Moscow. They 
stayed one night in the Hotel Metropole and the next day 
they were both arrested. Thus poor Franciska had come into 
the Butirka without any knowledge of Russian life and without 
being able to speak a word of Russian. She had been there 
six months and it had had a terrible effect on her. Her eyes 
were enough to warn you that her mind was unhinged, and 
to talk to her was merely to confirm it. She was quite mad. 
She had come to believe that she had been sent to the Butirka 
to take a course in espionage and that she had failed to pass 
the test. As she talked her confused nonsense, her eyes would 
wander backwards and forwards as though she were watching 
a game of tennis. Before long everyone in our cell who could 
speak German knew what was wrong with her. They would 
smile pityingly and tap their heads as she turned away, and 
soon no one was willing to listen to her gibberish any longer. 
But in her saner moments she told us that she was clever with 
her needle, and we got the idea of giving her something to do. 
The only thing we could buy apart from the towels I have 
mentioned were men’s vests, of all things. Most of us Germans 
wore so-called polo blouses. They were very simple garments, 
but they were the envy of the Russian women. Franciska 
thought she could make such a blouse out of two men’s vests, 
so we clubbed together and bought four of them. Protected 
from the prying eyes of the wardresses, she sat near the window 
and worked away. The result was remarkable. Not only did 
she produce two excellent polo blouses, but the concentration 
literally restored her sanity. She spoke less and less of the 
mysterious things which she alleged were going on, and before 
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long she seemed quite normal again. Then one evening at 
about ten o’clock she was taken away with a number of other 
women, and we never saw her again. ‘‘She’s off to get her 
sentence,” was the opinion of the old hands. 

I had been a month in prison now and I was still left in 
ignorance of the formal reason for my arrest. Apart from leaving 
the cell with the others for exercise and so on, I had not been 
outside it except to have my finger-prints taken and to be 
photographed, but every day from the stories of others I 
extended my knowledge of the procedure at the questionings, 
of the charges and the likely sentences. My friends in the cell 
told me to make up my mind to a charge of espionage at least, 
and perhaps counter-revolutionary organization as well. “But 
don’t be alarmed,” they said consolingly. “Everyone gets 
that. When they question you you must insist that you don’t 
know anything at all, that you never occupied yourself with 
political affairs — don’t understand politics — was never any- 
thing but a housewife doing the cooking and the washing up 
and maldng the beds. Stick by that through thick and thin. 
And, above all, don’t sign anything. It doesn’t matter how 
long they keep you here; it’s still better than Siberia.” 

Gradually the nights were not quite so terrible or uncomfort- 
able as they had been. I got used to sleeping on my side on 
bare boards, until on each hip I had skin as hard as leather, 
like a poor cart-horse constantly chafed by the shafts, and 
from long crouching down instead of standing, the muscles 
in calves and thighs began to disappear. 

Amongst the pnsoners were some who just had to have a 
mirror in which to look at their poor, gaunt faces, so with 
chalk scraped from the walls they polished the bottoms of their 
metal pannikins until they shone, and then they had a mirror 
of sorts. It was odd the worries some of these women had. 
There was one of them, a young woman, an officer’s wife; 
she was worried because she was expecting to be called to the 
exanuning judge for questioning and she was unable to shave 
her legs first. “How indelicate!” she sighed. Thoughts of 
feminine delicacy in this place! 

The Butirka had a canteen. It was in this that the prisoners 
could spend the 50 roubles a month they were allowed to 
receive if they had anyone outside to pay it in for them. 
Canteen day was a high day and holiday in Cell 31. Everyone 
who had money took part in the shopping. When the cell was 
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not suffering from collective punishment, which included the 
withdrawal of the privilege of using the canteen, the great day 
came round about once a month. In the way of food there 
was bread, herrings, boiled sweets and sugar, and sometimes 
even sausage and cheese. A number of us were chosen to go 
to the canteen to collect the purchases. On that day the 
atmosphere was so cheerful you could almost forget you were 
in the Butirka. Each prisoner who had money had to contribute 
to providing the newiushtchi, or “have-nots,” with food, and 
their share was always carefully put to one side. After that the 
treasures were spread out on the table and the process of 
distribution began. 

The first birthday I spent in prison came round whilst I 
was still in the Butirka. Tasso had made a note of the date. 
After balanta at midday I had sat back against the wall and gone 
to sleep as usual. When I woke up there was a touching little 
birthday spread set out at my feet. The “tablecloth” was 
made of several embroidered handkerchiefs, and in a pannikin, 
which was also laid out with a handkerchief, there were 
presents from the last canteen purchase, and in another tin 
there were special “sandwiches.” The black bread had been 
carefully cut into thin slices with a piece of thread, and 
covered with “salad.” This salad consisted of pieces of cabbage 
fished out of the soup, cut up small, mixed with onion and 
flavoured with salt. It was regarded as a great delicacy. 
The words “Happy Birthday” were made out of pieces of 
bread in a semicircle around the “birthday table.” In addition, 
there were various little knick-knacks made out of kneaded 
bread, and a “rose” artistically formed out of an onion in a 
vase made of bread. 

I was deeply touched, and we gathered round, drank tea 
and were almost happy. Unfortunately, the birthday party was 
interrupted by the sudden arrival of the wardress, who spotted 
the “table.” We did our best to whisk the things away, but 
she caught us. Everything was confiscated. The whole cell 
got a bad mark and everyone was deprived of exercise for a 
week. Another disagreeable result of my birthday was that 
the clique led by Katia Semionova began to make a dead set 
against Tasso as Cell Senior on the ground that she lacked 
discipline and favoured a foreigner at the expense of the 
cell. 

Crete Sonntag was taken off for questioning. She came 
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back about two hours later in great despair. She was so upset 
that the next day she even neglected to do her hair. I crawled 
over to console her. 

“They brought a worker from our factory yesterday,” she 
said dolefully, “and he repeated what I told you about. And 
all the time I’ve denied ever having said it. What a disgusting 
person!” 

We had a number of officers’ wives in our cell whose prelim- 
inary examinations were at an end and who were now expecting 
their sentences. Our cell was on the groirnd floor, and between 
the metal covermg of our cell window and the wall we could 
just see part of the steps that led down into the yard. We 
arranged with these women that when they were taken out 
after receiving their sentences they should let us know how 
many years they had received by spreading out their fingers 
behind their backs as they went down the steps. The arrange- 
ment worked very well and we saw that five fingers were 
invariably spread out. The joy amongst the Russian prisoners 
was great. “Only five years!” they exclaimed. “That’s the 
new policy under Beria; you never got less than ten under 
Yeshov.” 

One day there was a new arrival in our cell, a woman in 
camp clothes, a dark grey, padded jacket, a round hat and 
knee boots. She had a pale, Madonna-like face with straight 
hair combed down at either side and fastened in a knot at the 
back. The other prisoners whispered to each other: “She’s 
from Siberia.” It took a long time before she would consent 
to talk. The first thmg she asked for was a book. Afler a while 
we learnt all about her She was thirty-two and by profession 
a teacher. As the daughter of a priest, she had received ten 
years for “counter-revolutionary activity.” For good conduct, 
she had been remitted one year and released at the end of the 
ninth year. She had served her term in the Kolyma Camp, 
which lies in northern Siberia in the Arctic Circle. Her release 
papers specified that she should return to her home town, but 
on her release she had gone straight to Moscow and presented 
herself just as she was with her padded jacket, round convict’s 
cap and top boots to the British Consulate to ask for a visa 
to England, where she had an axmt. At the Consulate they 
promised to make the necessary inquiries and told her to 
return, but when she left the Consulate building she was 
immediately arrested by the G.P.U. I saw her body in the 
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washing-room; it was like a corpse with all the signs of scurvy — 
nine years in a concentration camp. 

Shortly afterwards she was taken away and after a while 
we forgot all about her. Several weeks later there was another 
interesting new arrival. We all knelt on the boards to look 
at her. At first we thought it was a Negress. Her hair stood up 
like a bush pn her head and her face was dark. She lay down 
on the boards exhausted. “Water/’ she said. And then we 
recognized the teacher from Siberia. She had been kept in 
solitary confinement in the dark for forty days in order to 
force her to reveal what dangerous things she had said at the 
British Consulate, and dunng that time she had not been 
allowed to wash or comb her hair. We did our best with her 
hair, but in the end it had to be cut off it was so matted with 
dirt. Before long she was taken away again and that was the 
last we saw of her. 

One night the door of our cell opened. “Margarete Genrich- 
ovna Buber-Neumann,” called the wardress. “Without things.” 
I was asleep and it was not until my neighbours shook me 
back into life that I realized that I was meant. With my 
hair in disarray and my shoes not done up properly, I crawled 
over the sleeping bodies and staggered out into the corridor, 
where I found a uniformed man waiting for me. He seized 
me by the arm and hustled me along the corridor as though 
I were a tough criminal likely to offer resistance. We came to 
a staircase. The banisters were extended by a wire netting to 
prevent those who were tired of life from throwing themselves 
over. We went down and along a corridor which was carpeted 
so that our footsteps made no sound. The doors along this 
corridor had handles and it was all more like a corridor in 
some business house rather than in a prison. We came to a 
halt before a door, which the soldier opened. Releasing my 
arm, he piloted me in. Again the room was reminiscent of an 
office. The windows were wide open and there was a sweet, 
fresh smell of wet leaves and grass. There was a picture of 
Stalin on the wall and behind a desk sat a robust young man 
in his shirt-sleeves with the self-confidence of a limited intelli- 
gence. 

“Sit down,” he ordered. “What’s your name?” 

He spoke German and from his accent I recognized the 
Volga German. I was unable to speak for a while. My tongue 
seemed stuck to the roof of my mouth, I had expected this 
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for so long, but now it had conae too suddenly. If only I had 
a cigarette to soothe my nerves! There was an open packet 
on the table. It was a minute or two before I was able to 
speak, and it seemed like hours. After a while he read the 
indictment against me. I was charged with “counter-revolu- 
tionary organization and agitation against the Soviet State.” 

“What have you got to say?” he demanded. 

What on earth did he expect me to say in reply to that 
senseless rigmarole? There was nothing I could think of to 
say. What was the use of saying anything? 

“Do you hear?” he insisted. “What have you got to say? 
Where did you conduct this counter-revolutionary organization 
and agitation, and how did you do it?” 

“I never did anything of the sort,” I replied at last. “If you 
charge me with it, you ought to know.” 

“You're an insolent liar,” he said angrily. “You’d better 
think it over. Stand up.” 

I stood up and he lit himself a cigarette and paid no further 
attention to me. I stood there and wondered how long he 
would keep me standing. I knew that it was a favourite 
method. Sometimes a prisoner stood for hours every day. 
Through the open window I could see the wet leaves of a 
tree. 

“Well?” he asked after a while. “Have you thought better 
of it? Your memory isn’t too good, is it?” 

“I have never committed any act hostile to the Soviet 
Union,” I insisted. 

“Still lying,” he snarled. “We know better.” 

I looked at his face. It was odious. “When and where and 
how am I supposed to have conducted this counter-revolu- 
tionary activity?” I asked. 

“Fm asking the questions, not you,” he said. “Don’t be 
impudent. Don’t think we haven’t got ways and means of 
making you talk. If you don’t come round to reason, you’ll 
stay where you are for months — ^years if necessary.” And with 
that he pressed a button and the G.P.U. soldier came and took 
me back to my cell. How it stank after the fresh air through 
that window! You got so used to it you didn’t notice it any 
more. I crawled over to Kaethe’s side. She was awake and 
waiting anxiously to hear what had happened. How good that 
did me! A human being who cared about my fate. I could 
have kissed har. 
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A few days later I was taken out to be questioned again. 
It was just the same. He wanted me to confess and I wanted 
to know just what it was I was supposed to have done. One 
thing really did frighten me: did the G P.U. know anything 
about my conversation with friends^ The only difference 
between the first examination and the second was that my 
examiner smoked two cigarettes before he became aggressive 
and threatening. Finally he despatched me back to my cell 
with the threat that I would turn grey before he let me out 
again unless I confessed. On the principle of where there’s 
smoke there’s fire of some sort, I racked my brains to discover 
what could possibly be the basis of the charges against me, but 
I came to no satisfactory conclusion. 

At the third examination my examiner seemed to have got 
tired of the game. ‘‘Very well, then,” he said. “Fll tell you 
when and where you carried on counter-revolutionary agitation 
against the Soviet State. You won’t dare to deny that you 
were in the opposition in the German Communist Party in 
the years 1931-2^” 

“I certainly do deny it,” I replied, and then I made a bad 
mistake: “But in any case, what has being in the opposition 
in the German Communist Party got to do with counter- 
revolutionary agitation and organization against the Soviet 
State?” 

At that my Volga German almost had a fit. “What?” he 
ejaculated. “You’re not only a counter-revolutionary; you’re 
a Trotskyite.” 

The next questions after he had calmed down a bit showed 
me that the charge against me was the same as against my 
husband. “Now tell me all you know about the fractional 
activity of Heinz Neumann.” 

I did my best to convince him that as an ordinary rank- 
and-file member of the Party I had naturally known nothing 
of the discussions which took place in the Central Committee 
and in the Political Bureau of the Party. He got no further 
with me, and as the questioning went on I could see that he 
did not attach much importance to my case and was anxious 
to get it over and done with. Certain of the questions he 
wrote down as a protocol of the examination: Did you take 
part in the fractional work of Heinz Neumann in the German 
Communist Party? Were you a member of the opposition? 
Who were your friends and acquaintances in Moscow? What 
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political discussions took place in your room in the Lux? 
Who came to see your husband? 

I answered all these questions as well as I could. Of course, 
I had never heard any political discussions in the Lux, and 
all the people who had come to see us were only those who 
were now safely outside the Soviet Union. My examiner made 
no further attempt to force me to give the answer^ he wanted. 
When he had finished with his precious protocol, I read it 
through carefully. It was a pitiful document, but there seemed 
nothing particularly dangerous in it, so that when he asked 
me to sign it I almost did so, but then I remembered Tasso’s 
warning, and I refused. This time he was really angry and 
cursed me furiously, but still I refused and so he sent me 
back to my cell in great disfavour. 

A fortnight later at night I was called out for my fourth 
examination. It was a different room and a different 
examiner, a man who spoke only Russian. He handed me a 
document on which was written: '‘The examination has 
established the guilt of the prisoner, Margarete Genrichovna 
Buber-Neumann, who conducted counter-revolutionary agita- 
tion and organization against the Soviet State.” At first I 
thought perhaps I misunderstood what was written there, but 
he confirmed that there was no mistake: the examination had 
established my guilt. 

"May I write my comment in German on the back?” I 
asked. He nodded and I wrote: "I protest against this examina- 
tion which establishes my guilt without a shadow of proof. 
I demand the re-opening of the inquiry.” 

Three days later — ^for Russian conditions, an incredibly 
swift reaction — I was again taken off to an examination. 
This time the Volga German was there again and with him 
was an older man of perhaps sixty, with white hair and rosy 
cheeks. The older man addressed me in a friendly tone and 
told me to sit down. The Volga German stood by his desk 
very respectfully. "Were you unfairly treated during the 
examination?” he asked. "Why do you protest against it?” 
From the way he spoke, I realized that he thought I was 
protesting against ill-treatment on the part of the examiner. 

"It is true that he called me a liar and threatened to keep 
me in prison indefinitely if I didn’t confess,” I said, "but 
thafs not what I’m complaining about. I protest against 
being found guilty of counter-revolutionary agitation and 
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organization against the Soviet State without the slightest 
shred of proof of any kind having been brought forward. 
The examiner took no notice of the fact that as a simple member 
of the Party I could hardly be expected to know what went on 
in the Political Bureau of the Party. He made no attempt even 
to prove that I was a member of the opposition in Germany, 
and he certainly made none to prove that I had ever been 
guilty of counter-revolutionary agitation or organization. 
How can I be convicted without even being tried? How can I 
be found guilty without the slightest proof against me?’" 

The white-haired man heard all I had to say patiently. 
‘‘Perhaps there has been some mistake in your case,” he said 
finally, “and everything will be cleared up ” He spoke in a 
friendly, almost paternal tone, and I was very favourably 
impressed. Then he drew up a new protocol and passed it 
over to me for my signature. I hesitated All my old doubts 
and suspicions crowded to the fore again, and I refused to 
sign. 

“Why not?” he asked, as though it were the most harmless 
affair in the world. 

“Because I don’t trust you,” I said bluntly. 

The Volga German turned red in the face and shouted: 
“How dare you talk in such a fashion to a Soviet Prosecutor!” 
The older man was not disturbed. He quietened the Volga 
German with a gesture, and, making no further attempt to 
obtain my signature, he pressed a button, A soldier entered 
and took me back through the well-known corridors to my 
cell. 

Autumn came with cold weather and rain, and day after 
day it was sunless and gloomy, and the rain trickled down 
through the fine mesh which covered our cell windows. When 
library-book day came round again I asked Tasso to get a 
German book if she could, because there were two of us who 
couldn’t read Russian. We were lucky enough to get a volume 
of Brentano’s poems. Kaethe Schulz and I read it together, 
learning the poems we liked best by heart. 

Winter came, and there was more and more talk about 
Siberia. Soon after the first snow had fallen our cell was 
broken up. We were woken up in the night: “All out. With 
things.” At first we thought it was one of the regular searches, 
and we flung all our illegal possessions into the parasha. But 
it was much worse than that: it was the parting from all good 
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fiiends we had come to know and learned to value. Such 
partings are very painful, and more tears are shed over them 
t han over the subsequent sentences. Good fiiends embraced 
each other sadly. We all knew we should never see each 
other again, and that each of us must now expect a terrible 
fate. How much easier things are if there is an understanding 
friend to share them' 

This time I came into Cell 23. There were about 100 
prisoners there too, and the atmosphere was very different. 
There was no intelligent, friendly Tasso to smooth things 
over. It was in this cell that I met Gertrude Tiefenau, a 
German girl who had been arrested in the summer of 1937 
on the street, just as she was in a thin summer blouse and 
skirt, with sandals and socks. She had been held now for 
eighteen months with absolutely nothing beyond the clothes 
she had worn af the time. She had no stockings, no coat, not 
even a jacket, and, of course, no blanket. Unless she could find 
some sympathizing soul to share a blanket with her at night, 
she had to sleep uncovered on the bare boards. When it was cold 
she was unable' to go out to exercise, and when she went out 
into the air for the first time when the weather got a little 
warmer she fainted. 

She was disliked by almost everyone because she “made a 
nuisance of herself,” which meant in fact that she never 
ceased to protest vigorously at the treatment accorded to her. 
She wrote letters of protest to the Prison Commandant as 
often as she had the chance, and she demanded to speak to 
the korpusnoi, or head warder of the wing, every morning. 
All that she asked him for was the clothing, underwear, etc., 
which was in her room at the time of her arrest. This refusdi 
to give in and accept the inevitable had naturally put her on 
the prison black list, and because she constantly condemned 
the Soviet prison regime she was known amongst the Russian 
prisoners as “the German Fascist.” 

She was always in trouble, because when she came into 
contact with the prison authorities she invariably lost her 
temper and denounced them as every bit as bad, if not worse, 
than the German Nazis, because they claimed to be Socialists. 
Her battle led her repeatedly into the dark cell on bread and 
water, and the prison authorities revenged themselves on her 
by refusing to hand over a stitch of her clothing. Being on the 
official black list meant that every time the May Day or 

54 



November celebrations came round she spent the holy days 
in the dark cell on bread and water. She told me that on one 
occasion she had been stripped naked and kept in a bare cell 
for hours. It was impossible not to admire her unbroken spirit^ 
but unfortunately her excitabihty led to constant clashes with 
her cell mates, and she was often in the wrong. 

She had been arrested because one day in a discussion she 
had said that the only Nazi with any brains was Goebbels — a 
thing that most German Communists recognized and had 
said at some time or the other. This observation was denounced 
to the G.P.U,, which based a charge of “counter-revolutionary 
agitation’’ on it. In all she spent two years in the Butirka and 
was then deported straight from there to Nazi Germany, 
though I didn’t hear of that until 1940, when I was in prison 
in Berlin and heard from my mother for the first time. Gertrude 
had kept her promise to me that if ever she came free she 
would get in touch with my mother. 

I did not stay long in Cell 23. I suppose the slightest vestige 
of hope in such circumstances becomes greatly exaggerated, 
and after my interview with the Soviet Prosecutor I began to 
imagine myself almost free. I could even see myself in Paris 
on the sunny boulevards, and I banished all thoughts of 
Siberia. Then one evening at about ten o’clock the hatch 
window of the cell door slammed down: “Stefanie Brun and 
Margarete Genrichovna Buber-Neumann. With things.” Always 
this ridiculous “Genrichovna” because my father’s name was 
Heinrich. I made my farewells and for the first and last time 
I saw Gertrude Tiefenau in tears. Then Stefanie Brun, a 
Russian girl and the sister of the former People’s Commissar 
Unschlicht, and 1 went out into the corridor, where we found 
six other women prisoners standing waiting with their bundles. 
There was little doubt left; we were going to hear our sentences. 
We fell in and marched two by two behind the wardress 
hammering with a key on the metal buckle of her belt. We 
were all put into an empty cell and there we sat waiting with 
our bundles beside us, each occupied with her own thoughts 
and unwilling to talk, each wondering what her fate would 
be. 

Stefanie Brun was called first. She got up slowly and as 
she left the cell she leant for support for a moment against 
the door jamb. I saw her yellow, heavily veined hand as it 
sought support against the door and her terrible legs, fat and 
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the same size all the way down. The cell door closed behind 
her. One of the women began to sob softly. Within a few 
minutes Stefanie was back again. “Eight years/’ she said 
slowly. 

“Margarete Genrichovna Buber-Neumann.” 

It was my turn. I was taken into a fairly large room quite 
close to the cell. Placed across the far corner was a desk 
behind which sat a freshly-shaved and rosy-che&ed G.P.U. 
ofHcer with a light-brown highly polished shoulder strap and 
a well-fittings spick-and-span uniform. The desk was covered 
with a red cloth and on the walls were pictures of Stalin and 
the latest chief of the G.P.U., Beria. I went up to the desk 
and the officer handed me a typewritten sheet of paper. 
“Can you read Russian?” he asked. I nodded. “Good enough 
to read this.” 

There was the ridiculous name again: “Margarete Genrich- 
ovna Buber-Neumann.” And my social status: “Socially 
dangerous element.” And the sentence: “Five years’ reforma- 
tory labour in a camp.” 

The officer handed me a pencil. Apparently I was expected 
to sign it. “What!” I exclaimed m indignation. “I’m to sign 
that? Give me pen and paper and I’ll make a written protest 
against this sentence. I am innocent. I demand a proper 
trial.” 

“You can have pen and paper when you’re back in your 
cell,” the officer said, and he motioned to the soldier to remove 
me. Within two minutes I was sitting next to Stefanie Brun 
again and the next unfortunate was called out. Grete Sonntag, 
who was with us, got five years, Nadia Bereskina five years, 
a woman who was a cousin of Marshal Yakir got ten years, 
Rebecca Sagoria got eight years, a Russian woman who had 
worked for many years in the Comintern got ten years, and 
so on. No one cried, no one protested; no one spoke a word. 
The sentences were passed by a Special Commission. When it 
was all over the eight of us were taken out and marched along 
a corridor past the mouldy-smelling washing-room, where a 
cricket chirped monotonously, and out of a small door into a 
courtyard brilliantly lit by an arc light. Then we went through 
a gothic archway into the old building. This was the so-called 
“PugatcheffTower.” It was here that the peasant revolutionary 
leader Pugatcheff lay in chains waiting to be quartered in the 
Middle Ages. 
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The room we were put in was semicircular in shape, with 
an arched ceiling supported by one powerful pillar. High up 
was a small Gothic window covered with wire meshing. The 
same naris were here as in the other cells of the Butirka. 
Central heating pipes went through the place and all night 
there was an interrupted gurgling. We sat down on the boards 
and no one took off coat or shoes. There we sat awake the 
whole night* with our bundles beside us and no one spoke. 
Only once Stefanie Brun whispered to me: ‘‘Shall we survive 
it?” It was a question I was unable to answer. Grete Sonntag 
sat leaning against the pillar, her large dark eyes staring 
blankly at the opposite wall. 

In the morning the hatch in the door was let down and 
eight rations of bread and a jug of weak tea were handed in. 
No one wanted either to eat or drink. When it was lighter 
someone noticed that there was a tap in one corner and 
went over and washed face and hands. It brought movement 
into all of us, and soon the eight of us were gathered around 
the tap washing in turn. We were delighted at the opportunity 
and, much refreshed, we faced the world again. Chatter 
began. Everyone was in agreement that it was a wonderful 
cell in which there was actually running water. You would 
have thought that we had all forgotten our future in Siberia. 

We settled down in our new cell and took full advantage 
of its washing facilities. Days passed. Every morning we asked 
for pen and paper to write formal protests against our sentences, 
and every day they put us off to the next. Life went on as it 
had done before and there was no difference in the routine. 
Every day — sometimes at night — ^we exercised for twenty 
minutes in the courtyard. On one occasion we exercised at 
midnight and there was snow on the ground. In front of me 
walked Rebecca Sagoira in thin summer shoes and an elegant 
fur coat. In the light of the lamp I could see the snow on her 
blonde hair and the flakes twisting and turning slowly as they 
fell noiselessly to the ground. Once we heard a sharp challenge, 
from a guard, but otherwise it was silent and our 
footsteps made no sound in the snow. 

And then suddenly we clearly heard the cry of a new-born 
baby. Thin, piercing and unmistakable on the silent air. 
We stopped in astonishment and looked around, wondering 
how we could possibly hear such a sound in such a place. It 
came from the Pugatcheff Tower and we stood listening, 
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deeply moved. Even our wardress forgot to snarl at us for 
stopping and raising omr eyes. Above us in the Pugatcheff 
Tower arrested women with young babies were held. 

We began to prepare ourselves as well as we could for our 
transport to Siberia. We dried bread on the central heating 
pipes and we sewed together sacks of various sizes out of odds 
and ends of material. We rarely spoke about the future. The 
favourite topic of conversation of Ae mothers was about their 
children. Those whose children were still small had less to 
worry about than those who had grown-up children. Stefanie 
Brun was very anxious about her sixteen-year-old daughter, 
for fear she had been arrested too, for in Soviet law, which 
applies the principle of vicarious responsibility, grown-up 
children can be made responsible for the offences of their 
parents. 

And then the day of our departure from the Butirka arrived. 
We were placed with our bimdles in a special cell and our cases 
and bags were given back to us. Everything of value had been 
removed, but receipts were there instead Drinking vessels 
and pannikins were taken away and we were all once again 
subjected to a thorough bodily search for concealed weapons, 
instruments, and any other forbidden article. Late in the 
afternoon we trooped out into the prison yard and climbed 
into the “Black Maria ” I was the last to get in and all the 
compartments were full so I had to stand in the narrow 
gangway. Through a gauze-covered window in a door which 
separated the car into two compartments I could see that 
there were male prisoners in the other half. I learned that 
there were two Germans amongst them and they came up to 
the window. They were wearing padded jackets and round hats 
with ear-covers, the standard camp imiform. Their names 
were Litten and Gresitzki, and they had been teachers at the 
Karl Licbknecht School in Moscow. They had both already 
done two and a half years in camp. After a new period of 
inquiries which had lasted seven months, they were now on 
their way back to the camp to do anodier two and a half 
years to complete their sentences. 

The women in the cells wanted to know whether the men 
knew anything about their husbands. Only Grete Sonntag 
learned that her husband had been sentenced to five years in 
camp and had already gone on transport. 

We came to our destination and got out. It was a goods 
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station. We lined up, the women in jfront and the men behind, 
and soldiers with fixed bayonets scuttled around busily. It 
was a dank, misty evening. Yakir’s cousin, whose name I 
have forgotten, was sick with excitement and anxiety. At the 
end of a street down which I could see there was a couple 
walking arm in arm. At that moment a terrible feeling of 
depression apd sadness overcame me. The two unknowns 
walking arm in arm seemed to symbolize my lost freedom. 
But then with many shouts of ^^Davai! DavaiP^ we were 
herded off across a set of railway lines. Suddenly a new 
command I had never heard before was shouted. I didn’t 
know what to do, but when I saw everyone else sit down in 
the dirt I did the same. Nadia Bereskina was next to me. 
‘^What’s this for?” I asked. "T expect there’s someone or the 
other around who oughtn’t to see us,” she replied. 

After a while, the order came for us to get up and go on. 
We came to a fixed railway carriage without wheels, the so- 
called Peresylny Wagon, in which prisoners are kept until 
the transports can be put together. Before we went in, Nadia, 
who was more experienced than me, whispered: ^‘You mustn’t 
say you’re a Political; say you’re a prostitute or a thief.” 
I had no time to ask why, and we were hustled through the 
door into a long compartment separated down the middle 
lengthwise by wire netting which reached to the ceiling. 
The place stank of petroleum, tobacco and sweaty bodies. 
A babel of voices and shouts welcomed us. On one side were 
bunks up to the ceiling and human beings lay in them like 
animals in a pet shop, each with his face towards the wire. 
One after the other of us squeezed our way along the narrow 
gangway between the wire and the bunks. To my surprise, I 
could see scores of shaved heads and the naked torsos of men. 
Questions came from all sides. ‘‘How many years?” “What 
for?” “Are you from the Butirka?” 

Suddenly amongst the deeper men’s voices there was the 
high, clear voice of a child. As my eyes gradually got used to 
the gloom, I saw the laughing face of a boy amongst all those 
men. “How old are you?” I asked in horror. “Thirteen,” he 
replied. “And whatever are you here for?” “Stealing,” he 
said proudly. 

^ That was the first imprisoned child I had ever seen in my 
life, but he didn’t seem to mind in the least. 

We stood around helplessly. There seemed no room for us 
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anywhere. Only Nadia Bereskina had managed to find a 
place. Now I understood her whispered advice. For a prostitute, 
they were prepared to move up, but not for a Political. At 
last I managed to find room in one of the upper shelves. Next 
to me snored a drunk. The air was thicker up above and it 
was difficult to breathe. Every now and again you forgot where 
you were and bumped your head on the roof. “We’ll get our 
first lice here,” said Stefanie. It was the confident prophecy 
of the expert. “Let’s hope that drunken sot next to you behaves 
himself decently. He seems full up to the brim. Where on 
earth do they get the vodka firom, I wonder. Bribe the guards, 
I expect. Never mind, Grete. Don’t let it get you down. Come. 
We’ll smoke a mahorka” And with trembling fingers she rolled 
two cigarettes of the coarse, strong tobacco known as mahorka. 
I had to learn how to do it. 

“Where’s the German girl?” someone called firom the 
gangway. “Here I am,” I said. It was Litten, and I slid down 
to him in the gangway. “Have you got a place?” he asked. 
“Of a sort,” I said. “Get up with us,” he invited. “There’s 
room for one.” I did so and we crouched together and talked. 
Both he and Gresitski were bound for the Polar camp, Kolyma. 
They had lived in the Soviet Union as political emigrants, 
teaching at the Karl Liebknecht School in Moscow. In 1936 
they were both arrested by the G.P.U. and charged with 
being “Trotskyites.” The documentary proof against them 
consisted of circulars from a number of publishing houses 
abroad which they had had sent to them. As these foreign 
publishing houses had issued books by Trotsky, their circulars 
counted as Trotskyite material and their possessors as “Trotsky- 
ites.” On this account, they had both received five years in 
Kolyma, where they worked in the gold mines. He talked on 
of the Polar night, the prevalence of scurvy amongst the 
prisoners, the high death-rate. 

“The worst thing that can happen is that you get injured 
in the mines, because when you lie up your legs swell as though 
you had dropsy.” 

Kolyma, it appears, lies on a high plateau several thousand 
feet above sea-level. The air there is rarefied, with the result 
that the hard work imposes a great strain on the heart, and 
many prisoners die of heart failure, a cause of death which 
looks very respectable on a death certificate. 

“Apart firom the gold mines, there’s also an experimental 
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farm/’ he went on. “Chiefly women prisoners work there. 
And there are about 400 children of various ages, all born in 
Kolyma. They seem comparatively healthy. The best time is 
during the harvesting in the very short summer you get there. 
Everyone has to lend a hand. It’s then that marriages are 
arranged and after that new citizens of Kolyma get born.” 

A guard walked up and down on the other side of the 
netting. We sat there in the dark and talked in whispers. 
Snoring was going on all around us and the atmosphere was 
foetid. Men and women made love in this hole. For many 
months, sometimes for years, men and women were together 
again for the first time. 

“Why did they take you back to Moscow?” asked Stefanie. 

“That’s a depressing chapter,” he said. “The former 
Director of the Karl Liebknecht School, who was also with 
us in Kolyma, denounced us to the camp G P.U. He said that 
we weren’t only Trotskyites, but spies for a foreign Power. 
He hoped, of course, to earn a remission of his own sentence 
for being such a loyal prisoner. We were taken back to Moscow 
for inquiries and kept for seven months in the Butirka. We 
were both beaten up during the interrogations. They sat 
Gresitski on hot pipes until he burnt his behind badly. But 
we both refused to sign their protocol, and in the end they 
gave up trying, so now we’re going back to serve the rest of 
our sentence. I’m afraid the seven months in the Butirka 
doesn’t count. Listen. I don’t know whether we shall survive 
the next two and a half years or what will happen to us after- 
wards even if we do, but if you ever get out, my father lives 
in No. 5, Bergstrasse, in Berlin; let him know what’s happened 
to me.” 

I promised, but with very little hope that I should ever 
be able to keep my promise. Litten was twenty-seven then, 
and when I saw his face in the light the next morning I realized 
that he had given up all hope. 

The next day they began to sort out the various transports. 
Some went off to Central Siberia, some to Eastern Siberia 
and some to the north. Litten and Gresitski went with the 
northern transport. We shook hands with them when they 
left us and Litten turned his head away, but I had already 
seen the tears in his eyes. Two of our small group went with 
them to the north, the cousin of Marshal Yakir and the 
Russian woman who had worked for the Comintern. 
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At about midday they put together a group of fifteen women, 
including Stefanie, Crete Sonntag, Rebecca Sagoria, Nadia 
Bereskina, an eighteen-year-old Polish girl and me, and a 
much larger number of men. With our sacks slung over our 
shoulders, we were hurried along the lines until we came to a 
prison wagon, the so-called Stolypinsky Wagon. Here we 
were halted and for the third time in an hour there was a 
roll call and we all had to answer, giving our numbers, names, 
offences and the length of our terms. My litany was: 'Trisoner 
No. 1 74,475 Margarete Genrichovna Buber-Neumann, socially 
dangerous element, five years.^’ At first I stammered and 
stuttered over this mouthful, but before long and with much 
practice I could reel it off word perfect. 

When we were outside the guards and officials all seemed 
tremendously anxious that we should get back out of sight as 
quickly as possible, and they bullied and pushed and shoved 
us up into the high wagon. It was an ordinary Russian coach 
which had been converted to its present use by iron gates 
between the compartments and the corridor. There were 
four sleeping berths in each compartment, six if you count 
the luggage shelves, but they pushed all fifteen of us women into 
one compartment. The windows were covered over and there 
was no light. In the roof was a ventilator which was jammed 
and couldnH be opened properly. All the other compartments 
were equally crowded. There was no question of whispering 
here, and the hubbub was tremendous. The guards cursed 
and the prisoners cursed back. 

When we were served out with bread and tea, it was dis- 
covered there were no mugs to drink out of. Everything of 
that nature had been taken away from us when we left the 
Butirka. In the end we found an old and rusty tin and we aU 
drank out of it in turns. Our food during this transport, which 
lasted several weeks, consisted of about a pound and a half 
of black bread and a piece of dried salt fish about the size of 
a herring daily and tea three times, each time with a small 
piece of sugar. That was all we ever got. The fish was hard 
and dark red from the salting. It had to be eaten because 
there was nothing else to eat but the bread, and after eating 
it we were tormented with thirst. This was our daily ration 
at the start, but we discovered that the farther we got fi"om 
Moscow the smaller our ration became. The lumps of sugar 
were the first to go, then the tea leaves disappeared from the 
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tea, which was then practically hot water, and in the end 
the fish portion was about half the size. And the guards got 
lazier and more neglectful as time went on. They couldn’t 
be bothered to give us the ‘"tea” three times a day, so more 
often than not we had to go thirsty. They even refused to give 
us water, despite all our pleadings. '^At the next station we’ll 
get you some^” they’d say. 

The situation with regard to our physical needs was even 
worse. The coach was carrying more than twice as many 
passengers as it was built for and there was only one lava- 
tory. It meant that all day long someone or the other wanted 
to be let out, and the guards soon got tired of this, so they 
declared that each prisoner could go out only three times a 
day and for not more than two minutes at a time. During 
these two minutes the guard would look with interest through 
the spy-hole of the lavatory door. 

I knew only five of the women in our compartment. The 
rest of them came from another Moscow prison. They were 
all Politicals. The good spirits of most of them were difficult 
to understand. We were all on the way to Siberia with sentences 
ranging from five to ten years. At night we were all squeezed 
up together in great discomfort, and yet these women kept 
up their spirits. When they left prison they had been given 
back their handbags, and now they produced powder-puffs, 
rouge and mirrors and got to work on their faces. Having 
decorated themselves to the best of their ability, they pro- 
ceeded to flirt with the guards. I hated my sex. How could 
they smile and chat with those who were robbing Us of our 
freedom and even of our human dignity? With these men who 
were part and parcel of the G.P.U. organization? The only 
women who were depressed were Stefanie, Rebecca Sagoria, 
Grete Sonntag, myself and a twenty-two-year-old, fair-haired 
girl who looked as though she might have come straight out 
of high school. Side by side with the robust, lively Nadia 
Bereskina, who was about the same age, she looked sixteen. 
I noticed that every time she had to reel off her little litany: 
name, number, offence and sentence, she blushed. ‘'Counter- 
revolutionary organization — eight years.” 

We came into conversation. She had been the secretary of 
a factory director, and had taken no part in politics. When 
she was arrested they had presented her with an indictment 
charging her with active membership of a counter-revolutionary 
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Trotskyite organization together with about thirty other 
people, most of whom she had never even heard of. They 
were all alleged to have carried out acts of sabotage in the 
factory. Of course, she denied all knowledge about any such 
things, but her examiner insisted. When she refused to confess, 
she was left standing for two days with short interruptions, 
and when even after that she still maintained hgr denials the 
examiner seized her by the throat and half throttled her. 
That brutal violence and further threats broke her physically 
and mentally, and she signed a “confession.’’ The G.P.U. 
then arrested her chief and the thirty others. 

The good spirits of the other women in our compartment 
gradually flagged, and after about two days we hardly knew 
whether it was day or night. We would crouch on the bench 
with our knees up and doze like sick birds. Someone said we 
were already on the other side of Kazan. Sometimes the train 
stood for a whole day on the open track. The air was almost 
too thick to breathe. What little water had been available 
for washing had long since dried up and was not renewed. 
Why bother to wash, anyhow? What did it matter? If one 
could only go to sleep and never wake up’ When we had 
been under way about ten days, or perhaps it was a fortnight, 
we were roused from our lethargy by the shout: “Get ready. 
With things.” We had arrived in Sisrin, the first stage of our 
long journey. Exhausted and dirty, we crawled out. avail 
Davair^ The guards were at it again, and we were hurried 
along the lines like scared chicken. Two lorries were waiting 
in a goods Siding. Bullied and urged on by the guards, we 
clambered up in a panic. The keen, fresh air literally made us 
giddy. They squashed more and more prisoners into the lorry 
until finally it was impossible to squeeze in even another one. 
Then the lorry started up and went off at a great speed through 
the town, which seemed to consist entirely of wooden houses. 
It swayed and bumped alarmingly and I held on grimly to a 
chain that happened to be near me. Two soldiers sat on the 
tail-board. When we started up, a little boy ran after us as 
long as he could, shouting, ^^Vragi naroda. Vragi narodal ^ — 
“Enemies of the people.” 

The prison of Sisrin was packed to capacity. We were 
herded into a stinking wash-room for delousing and then 
put into a damp cell where there were forms knocked together 
out of odd bits of wood. Then we were given a meal. It 
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consisted of lukewarm soup that had gone sour, but we swal- 
lowed it with avidity. In the night I woke up with a shock 
and screamed in terror. The cell was full of rats eating up our 
dry bread and skipping and hopping all over the place. 
They were obviously quite used to human company and they 
paid no attention to us; aU they were interested in was our 
bread. When it grew light we discovered that all the bread 
sacks had holes bitten in them. We remained in this rat 
paradise for three days and then our journey began again. 
In the meantime, our transport had been increased by the 
addition of a number of male political offenders, several 
officers’ wives, five pregnant women, a seventy-year-old 
woman and two criminal offenders. 

This time there were no lorries to take us to the station and 
we had to march in column of five through the dark, snow- 
covered streets. The pregnant women and the old woman 
had at least the warm and comfortable footgear made of felt 
and known as valinkt. They brought up the rear, and behind 
them marched a young soldier who constantly urged us on 
with shouts of ‘^’‘Davca! Davai!” But the women could not keep 
up with the men, and the column began to straggle, despite 
all the furious shouting of the soldiers. The men in front 
halted and some of them came back to us: “Give us your 
bundles,” they said; “and you go up to the front and make 
the pace. Let them shout. They can’t do anything.” We went 
up to the front of the column and the men took our bundles. 
After that the journey was easier for us. 

There was a great to-do when we got to the train, because 
the transport leader was at first unwilling to reserve one of 
the compartments for the women and wanted to bundle men 
and women all in together. In the end a compartment was 
reserved — though that word conjures up visions of comfort 
and privilege — and as soon as we scrambled in a fight started 
for places, chiefly on account of the two criminal offenders 
who each took as much place as had previously been occupied 
by two They were brutal types, apparently prostitutes, and 
in foul language they told us that we had better keep our 
distance, because they were both rotten with syphilis. Whether 
true or not, it had its effect, and the rest of us squeezed up 
even more closely than before. 

When we were already beyond the Urals we learned fi-om 
one of the guards that we were destined for the penal colony 
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of Karaganda. At the thought of how far away I was from 
everyone I loved, I leant against the bars of our cage and wept 
openly. One of the guards was moved by my despair and 
stopped to console me. ‘‘Don’t cry,” he said. “It won’t be as 
bad as all that. You’ll live through it and get home again.” 
If only I could have believed that! 

It was early evening on the day we arrived in Karaganda. 
We were tired, exhausted and stiff when we go*t out. It was 
freezing hard, and all around wretched men and women with 
their bundles were slipping and falling, getting up and slipping 
again, and all the time the escorting soldiers kept up their 
bullying shouts of ^"Davat! DavatP^ We were hustled over a 
large space towards a brilliantly lit wooden gateway with a 
watch tower above it. Barbed-wire fences stretched away on 
either side. We came to a halt in the quarantine compound of 
the Karaganda concentration camp and the roll was called. 
Each of us had to step forward and recite the usual particulars. 
This business lasted for hours, and we sat on our bundles and 
grew colder and colder until I was numbed to the bone. 
Then we were taken into the wash-room, where all our 
clothing was sent off to be deloused. Everyone tried to hide 
what clothing he could, because the old hands knew that the 
clothing came back even lousier than before and often scorched 
in addition. Male guards were in charge of our wash-room 
and when the women tried to get them to go out whilst they 
stripped they thought it a great joke. Each prisoner was given 
a metal disc, and on handing this over each received half a 
wooden bucket of hot water. 

The wash-room was absolutely bare. It stank, and there 
was not a dry spot anywhere and not enough room for all 
the women who were trying to wash simultaneously. A man 
whose job it was to fill the water containers strolled around 
amongst the naked women slapping the bottoms of those who 
happened to be bending at their task — and a task it was. 
The fierce protests of the women merely amused him all the 
more. 

After that depressing experience, but at least a little fresher, 
we were quartered in a hut made of dried clay. The roof of 
such a Siberian hut comes down to the ground and the floor 
of stamped earth inside is below ground level. In the winter 
there is nothing to be seen from the door but a wall of snow, 
and if there has been fresh snow in the night it means that the 
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occupants must be dug out. In our hut was a broken stove 
and sleeping places knocked together out of unplaned wood. 
The floor was filthy and scattered around were discarded items 
left by previous occupants. In one comer there were some large 
lumps of coal and an axe, but nowhere was there even a scrap 
of wood to start a fire. A number of us went out to see if we 
could find some. Here inside the camp we could at least 
move freely and were not confined to a cell, and we were 
also not watched at every step. Our quarantine was sur- 
rounded with barbed wire and at each end of the space was 
a watch-tower, but we could walk around freely within this 
space and between the various huts. I found some wooden 
cases and, taking one, I went back to our hut and began to 
break it up with the axe. I hadn’t got far with my efforts 
when a man rushed in, seized me by the arm and amidst a 
storm of curses accused me of stealing the case and tried to 
drag me out to hand me over to the natchalnik^ or officer in 
charge. 

Fortunately, my fellow prisoners came to the rescue and in 
the end he was pushed out, taking the greater part of the box 
with him. My first day in Karaganda almost ended up in 
arrest. However, we had enough wood to start a fire, and I 
began to break up the large lumps of coal with the back of 
the axe. The coal was very hard and at one particularly 
heavy blow the head flew off and nearly brained me. It 
would have saved me many years of misery. In the end we 
succeeded in getting a fire going, but then we were faced with 
the alternative of being asphyxiated or going outside to freeze, 
for smoke and fumes poured out of innumerable cracks in the 
sides of the dilapidated stove. 

The food here was very bad compared with the Butirka. 
The bread ration was about the same, but the soup was very 
weak and usually sour, and we very rarely got kasha. There 
were no washing facilities. If we wanted to wash we took an 
old tin, went out and filled it with snow and then came back 
with it and waited until it thawed. The women as yet had no 
work to do, and so they made themselves as presentable as 
possible and then went out into the brilliant Siberian sunshine 
and flirted with the men, who had already been put to work. 
They were digging holes in the frozen ground and setting up 
posts. How wretched these poor cavaliers looked! Most of 
them had beards so thick you could hardly see their faces. 
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They were all miserably dressed and their movements were 
slow and tired, but when the women came along they perked 
up. 

Three of the men in our transport had sentences of twenty- 
five years. One of them, Valerie Alexandrovitch, had been in 
charge of the cattle-breeding on a number of big farms. 
Unfortunately for him, some sort of cattle murrain broke out 
and several hundred of the animals perished. This brought him 
in an indictment for sabotage and twenty-five years’ forced 
labour. Another man had been an assistant of Mitchurin, the 
famous fruit and wheat expert. He told us that after Mitchurin’ s 
death his whole scientific staff had been arrested and charged 
with counter-revolutionary activity against the State. Another 
of our prisoners was an engineer who had a French mother 
who lived in France. He had corresponded with her and 
made one or two incautious observations which the censor 
had construed as criticism of conditions in the Soviet Union. 

On the third day a good-looking stranger with broad 
shoulders came into our hut. But it wasn’t a stranger at all; 
it was Valerie Alexandrovitch, who had managed to shave off 
his beard and tidy himself up. He had come to see Nadia 
Bereskina. The first love affair in our transport was well under 
way. 

After a day or so of inactivity, Grete Sonntag and I decided 
it would be much better if we could get something to do 
rather than pass our time being alternatively smoke-cured in 
the hut and frozen outside, so we went to the office and 
asked for work of some kind. They were startled that anyone 
should want to work, but they inquired what we wanted to 
do. “Isn’t there a sort of laundry or something here?” I asked. 
We had already thought that if we could get a job in the 
laundry we might be able to keep ourselves clean as well. 
There was, it appeared, and we were sent to the man in 
charge, who took us on, gave us a piece of soap about the 
size of a matchbox and seventy-five garments each, which, 
he declared, represented the day’s labour quota. 

When we came to examine the garments, which consisted 
of men’s vests and pants, we found they were full of lice. We 
considered the matter for a moment and then decided they 
ought to be boiled first to kill the lice, so we got to work. 
When we had boiled them we began to scrub away with our 
bits of soap. The foreman came up and watched us. He had 
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a really terrible face and we learned afterwards that he had 
been a professional thief. However, his manner toward us was 
quite amiable. 

"'^You really don’t want to do it that way/’ he said after a 
while. “You want to do it the camp way.” 

“What way’s that?” we asked. 

“Why, you just pocket the soap. That’s valuable. You can 
get all sorts of things for it. Then you pitch the things into 
the cauldron and boil them. Just leave them in for a while, 
and that’s it.” 

We thanked him for his good advice. Who were we to 
introduce innovations? He continued to watch us, and then 
he asked in a friendly fashion: “Would you like a piece of 
bread and butter and a gherkin?” Would we not! And we 
agreed joyfully. After a while he returned, and really and 
truly there were two thick pieces of bread smeared with 
butter and two gherkins. We fell upon them and ate with 
avidity. But hardly had the last mouthful disappeared than 
he began to make improper proposals to Crete Sonntag. 
She spoke no Russian and couldn’t understand him, so he 
turned to me, jerking his thumb towards the other room. 
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s have a bunk up in there. Plenty 
more bread and butter and gherkins where they came from,” 
and he accompanied his words, whose purport I gathered, 
though the expression was new to me, with gestures that made 
his meaning quite clear. Even Crete realized that he wanted 
to be rewarded for his liberality. 

The situation was far from reassuring. We were alone with 
him in the wash-house, and we had eaten his food. I did my 
best to persuade him to forgo his price just for this once, 
explaining that we were Germans and quite unused to camp 
customs. Affairs of the heart weren’t settled quite like that 
where we came from. He took it all in fairly good part and in 
the end he burst out laughing. “So,” he said, “you’re Germans, 
are you? Well, you’re prisoners in Karaganda now, anyway, 
and if you don’t learn it quick you’ll starve.” Thankfully we 
made our escape. 

In our quarantine there was a special hut which was 
isolated from the rest and constantly guarded. Inside were 
prisoners who had served their time and were due to be 
returned to freedom. We heard that there were two Polish 
women amongst them. Each of them had done her five-year 
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term, but now suddenly each was to go back to the camp 
“until further notice” and with no reason being given. On 
one occasion we saw a transport leave with such prisoners. 
They were all clad in the same old camp rags and each carried 
his poor little bundle of things. They wearily plodded their 
way through the snow to freedom and we watched them from 
a distance with heavy hearts. Would we all one day be in a 
column like that on our way back to freedom'^ after serving 
our sentences of five, eight or ten years’ forced labour? 
Should we ever again live outside the barbed wire, away from 
the fixed bayonets and out of earshot of the constant bellowing 
oi'^Davai! Davai!”l 

After we had spent a fortnight in quarantine, our transport 
was sent off to the reception centre of the camp proper. The 
life there was very different. There were great wooden, 
barrack-like structures each housing several himdred prisoners, 
all waiting to be sent to various parts of the vast Karaganda 
labour camp. In the women’s barracks we found a great room 
which ran from end to end of the building. Round the walls 
were two tiers of planks to sleep on and more planks in the 
middle. The place was heated by an oven, but the temperature 
was not very high. It was completely infested with bed-bugs. 
They lived in swarms under the planks and at night they 
came out to feed on the recumbent prisoners. At least there 
was no shortage of fuel, for the camp area reached well into 
the Karaganda coal basin, where many of the prisoners 
worked. Here for the first time I saw criminal and Asocial 
elements in large numbers. Clothed in rags, most of them were 
in a dreadful condition. 

The first night feU in the reception centre. We had been 
warned to take good care of our things, as these criminal 
and Asocial elements stole everything they could lay their 
hands on. The best thing to do, we were told, was to sleep on 
our things and use the sack with the remainder as a pillow. 
But you had to protect yomself from the bugs as weU as from 
the thieves. You slept completely dressed, with gloves fastened 
at the wrists, a scarf over your head and a cloth over your 
face, with two eyeholes. But the bugs were clever and some 
of them found a way in, despite all our precautions. They even 
crawled inside our nostrils. 

The first night I lay against a small window. Outside a 
snow-storm was raging. I got off to sleep, but before long I 
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awoke from the cold and found snow falling on me through 
the window. Someone had opened it and stolen my sack from 
under my head. The thieves in Karaganda were experts. 
The next morning I reported my loss to the Hut Senior and 
asked whether anything could be done to get the things back. 
‘^No hope at all/’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Tn any case, 
one of the guards may have had a hand in it.” 

‘^‘But,” I protested, “all my documents were in the blouse 
pocket, the receipts for the things which were kept back in 
prison — all the papers I possess, in fact.” 

“Well, we might try it,” she said doubtfully. “We could 
send someone over to the men’s barracks and say the foreigner 
gave up all claim to the things, but would like the papers 
back. That’s the best you can hope.” 

I agreed. What else could I do. The negotiator was then 
sent and a little while later a quite elegantly dressed young 
man with a modern overcoat padded excessively at the 
shoulders and a smart fur hat perched on one side of his head 
came over to me. “Are you the foreigner who lost her papers 
in the night?” he asked with a smile. I nodded. “Here they 
are,” he said, and handed them over. “We managed to get 
them back for you.” Something told me that this smart young 
man was also the smart thief who had taken my sack and 
things in the first place. 

That was my first lesson, but despite my experience and all 
the precautions I took, before long I possessed only the things 
I stood up in, and the others who had come with me were 
not in a much better state. In the Siberian camps criminals 
are a favoured category. They occupy all the minor posts in 
the camps and they lead what might even be called a social 
life. Unlike the political prisoners, their life in the camp did 
not represent any very great break with their normal lives. 
One might almost say they were strictly organized. They had 
their leaders whose word was law, and if one of them decided 
for some reason or the other that there was to be no work the 
next day not a single criminal would dare to disobey, although 
after refusal to work on twenty-five occasions the penalty in 
Karaganda was death. These criminal elements regarded the 
political prisoners with the greatest contempt. We were 
enemies of the people, whilst they, although they might be 
criminals, were loyal Soviet citizens. There were class divisions 
amongst them, too, and the big thieves regarded the little 
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sneak thieves, or kusotchniki^ with the contempt of the expert 
for the bungler. 

A real criminal gang-romanticism prevailed in this reception 
centre in Karaganda. The big hut was dimly lighted by a 
paraffin lamp and men and women sat on the upper stage of 
the planks in the centre and played cards. Although the 
temperature was by no means comfortable, these women 
wore only knickers and brassieres, apart from ^ the coloured 
scarves they wore neatly turbaned round their heads, one end 
hanging decoratively down at the side. These women, it 
appeared, often staked their clothes, and when they had lost 
them they had to steal others. They were never short of vodka 
and they always seemed to have plenty of food. 

The camp rules forbade men to enter the women’s quarters 
and vice versa, and when the patrol went through the barracks 
at night with their lamps and found a man in the women’s 
quarters he was carted off to the cells at once, but certain of 
the criminals seemed to be exempt from this rule, and when 
the guards found them with the women they were not inter- 
fered with. I often saw criminals sleeping with women, and 
so did the guards. There seemed to be a firm understanding 
between criminals and guards. 

It was in the reception centre that all prisoners were 
medically examined to discover what work they were suited 
for. On examination day the queue was endless. When at 
last your turn came, the doctor asked name, number, offence 
and sentence. After that all he said was: “Put your leg up 
on here.” Then he would examine the leg and note down 
whether you were in category one, two or three — hard, 
medium or light work. Unfortunately, my leg satisfied him 
and I was noted down for category one, hard work. 

A lively trade with garments went on, and nothing was too 
dilapidated to find a purchaser. It appeared that some of the 
prisons gave prisoners their money back, so that quite a 
number were in funds. Up to 50 roubles was paid for a worn 
pull-over. Many of these prisoners were insufficiently clad and 
so had to buy themselves clothes. 

The food in the reception centre was even worse than in 
quarantine. We received a smaller bread ration and one 
helping of watery soup a day. At last our turn came to be 
organized into a column. Eighty of us, both men and women, 
including Grete Sonntag, Stefanie Brun, Rebecca Sagoria, 
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Nadia Bereskina and myself, were to go to the Birma district 
of Karaganda, Before we went we were thoroughly searched 
once more, and anyone who had been fortunate, enough to 
find some little thing to make life a bit easier, such as an old 
tin can or a pannikin for soup, had to part with it. I had 
managed to get hold of a wooden spoon, but this I concealed 
successfully in the top of my stocking. The search took place 
in the club-room for employees of the reception centre. To 
my secret amusement, I saw there was a large picture of 
Yeshov still in a place of honour on the wall, surrounded by 
red bunting. Yeshov had been arrested and shot some time 
before, and Beria’s portrait should have been there now. It 
was easy to see we were a long way from Moscow. 

We travelled three stations with the train steaming through 
the camp area all the time, and finally we halted in Sharik. 
From there we had to walk about six or seven miles. The land 
was flat and bare, typical steppe district, and there was hardly 
a tree or a bush. Far away on the horizon there were moun- 
tains. Karaganda lies in the Kasakstan steppes. This area 
used to be called the hunger lands, and it was very well 
named. Until the ’twenties there were hardly any settlements 
at all. The natives of Kasakstan lived a nomadic life, wandering 
from water hole to water hole with their cattle and horses, 
for grass does grow there in the summer. It was not until 
about 1932 that the Soviet Government decided to use 
prisoners to bring the area into cultivation. Experiments were 
made with the cultivation of sunflowers for their oil-bearing 
seeds, and certain kinds of wheat and barley. If there was 
enough rain in the spring, they cropped very well on this 
virgin soil, but if there was not then the sun burnt up every- 
thing remorselessly. In the years 1938 and 1939 the harvest 
were very poor. As the Karaganda camp was unable to feed 
itself, supplies had to be sent in from outside. They were not 
over generous, and so in those years our nourishment was 
particularly bad. Karaganda was regarded as a camp for 
light agricultural labour. It was tremendous in area, though 
I had no means of judging just how far it extended. I know 
of five different areas which lay about twenty-five to thirty 
miles apart, and each of these areas was sub-divided into 
smaller districts, some of which consisted of little more than a 
settlement of mud huts for the prisoners, both male and 
female, and sheds for the cattle. 
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The first visit we paid in Birma was to the wash-room. It 
was just the same as all the others: inefficient delousing 
arrangements, men in the women’s wash-room, severely 
rationed hot water, not a dry spot to put clothes down and 
nothing to hang a thing on It turned out that Birma was so 
overcrowded that there was no room for us anywhere, so we 
had to spend the first night in the wash-room. The next day 
we were let out and we strolled around to survey our new 
home. The wash-room was a little off the beaten track. 
Incidentally, that expression is literally correct: there were 
no proper roads or pavements, but just beaten tracks between 
the various barracks, and when the weather was wet the mud 
was churned up by lorries and ox-carts. 

There was only one decent-looking building in the place, 
and that was the hospital. The main street of the camp was 
about a mile in length, and it was flanked on either side by 
large and small buildings, mostly made of clay. Some of the 
houses had proper windows and curtains. Camp officials, 
including the Commandant, Serikov, lived in these. There 
were also barracks for the guards, administration buildings 
and so on, and even a cinema in which sometimes, we were 
told, prisoners were allowed to go. Around the kitchens was 
a great collection of leavings and debris of all sorts. Built on 
to one of these kitchens was a large room, apparently originally 
intended as a store-room. It was now full of heaps of dirt and 
human excrement. Then there was a special barracks for 
women containing rooms made to house fifteen each, but 
they were already so overcrowded that there was no room 
for us. There were two other similar places, one of them on 
top of a small hill above a pond. There was a barracks for 
men on the main street of the camp and behind it was a stud 
farm with well-built stables for the horses. Altogether, the 
cattle sheds and stables were much better than the accommoda- 
tion for human beings, at least for those who were prisoners. 
On the other side of the street were grain barns, a repair 
workshop for agricultural machinery, a smithy and sheds for 
tractors, and so on. Before these sheds all sorts of agricultural 
machinery stood out in the open: tractors, combines, ploughs 
and so on, all modern implements. At the far end of the 
street there was a canteen for the employees and officials of 
the camp and one for the prisoners. Next door to this there 
had been a camp library, but this was long since disused and 
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closed down. A little way from the street was a mill driven 
by machinery and next to it a huge barn. There was a dynamo 
here which generated electricity, but only for the administra- 
tion buildings and the homes of the officials. All the living 
huts were lighted by oil lamps. On the other side of the pond 
were solidly built sheds for cows and sheep. Railway lines 
ran through J:he camp, and beyond them were a number of 
huts and the prison compound, surrounded by barbed wire. 
On this first day the sun shone brilliantly and sparkled in the 
snow, and over our heads was a great sky of lovely blue, but 
we were all very depressed, fully convinced that we should 
never leave the place alive. 

We were surprised to find that the camp was not surrounded 
by barbed wire or a wall. Prisoners, we were told, were allowed 
to move freely up to within half a mile of the camp; after 
that the guards shot without ceremony. The registration of 
newcomers did not begin until the second day, and then it 
was discovered that some of us, including Rebecca Sagoria 
and the eighteen-year-old Polish girl, had a note, ‘‘Keep under 
special surveillance,” on their papers, and so they were taken 
off to the prison compound. The same day groups were 
organized to go off to various sub-districts of the camp, and 
in the end, of the foreigners, only Grete Sonntag and I were 
left. Towards evening we went from barracks to barracks 
trying to find a place to sleep, but they were filled to overflowing 
with Russians and no one would let us in. 

After three nights spent in the wash-room, we got to know 
the camp barber, a young Georgian prisoner. For 6o copecks, 
he cut off prisoners’ hair. “Don’t you want your hair cut?” 
he asked us. “It’s much bettter, because of the lice.” We told 
him we had no money to pay him and he agreed to cut our 
hair off on credit. He could speak a few German words — one 
in particular — and he liked talking to us. In this way we 
learnt quite a lot about the camp. We were always hungry, 
and he told us that there were four different kitchens in the 
camp and four different ration scales. It appeared that we 
were in the fourth and worst category — field workers and 
prisoners in the punishment compound. The third category 
was for men working in the repair shops and in the offices; 
the second for workers engaged in transport and building; 
and the first and best for skilled agricultural workers. Only 
prisoners in this first category were fairly well fed. 
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Once again we decided that we might be able to better our 
lot by working, so we asked our friendly barber if he knew of 
anything. He told us we could probably get work unloading 
lorries. We went in a lorry with three men and a guard to 
Sharik railway station. Here we found three railway trucks 
full of coal and were told to start unloading them. Then I 
did something I might not have done later. I refused to work. 

^'You can’t expect us to unload coal in our own clothes,” 
I said indignantly. ^‘They’re all we’ve got. And in any case, 
it’s men’s work.” The man laughed in astonishment and told 
the guard what we had said, but nothing happened. After a 
while one of the men came up and asked us if we’d care to 
unload sacks. He was quite polite about it. ‘Tf they’re not too 
heavy,” I rephed. ‘^Oh no,” he assured me. “They’re quite 
small sacks.” 

They turned out to be half-hundredweight sugar sacks. 
We set to work willingly, together with the men, and when 
the lorry was full we were told to sit at the back and see that 
no one stole anything. Then the lorry started off. Grete and I 
had one idea: how to get at the sugar. We had not gone far 
when the lorry stopped and the guard and the men went off 
to some clay huts. One of them turned back to us and winked. 
“Look after the sugar,” he said. “See that no one steals it 
whilst we’re gone.” 

Whilst they were away, we turned our attention to the 
sacks, and soon we had lumps of sugar concealed all over us. 
We were newcomers and therefore we stole far too modestly. 
When we got back we were afraid that we should be searched, 
but no one bothered about us, and we scuttled off with our 
booty. We didn’t even have to unload the sacks — there was a 
rush of volunteers to do the unloading; they all wanted a 
chance to steal some sugar. Safely back in the wash-room, we 
began to munch our booty. 

It was another two days before we could find anywhere to 
sleep, and then an old door was laid over two blocks of wood, 
and that was the bed for Grete and me. One side was uncom- 
fortable because of the iron lock, so we took it in turns, change 
and change about. Then we were instructed to report to the 
clerk in charge of the finance department for work. I have 
forgotten the man’s name, but not his humanity. He was a 
political prisoner — quite rightly regarded as more reliable for 
such a job than a criminal. “What sort of work would you 
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like to do?’’ he asked. We were rather vague about that. 
“I don’t know,” I said. ^"'You see, Grete doesn’t speak any 
Russian at all and I don’t speak it too well.” ‘‘All the same,” 
he replied, “you’re educated girls; you can’t go around doing 
hard, manual labour. I don’t think I’ve got anything you 
could do here, but I’ll send you over to Konstantin Konstan- 
tinovitch. He’s in charge of the repair-shop office. You can 
start with him as learners.” 

We set off to find Konstantin Konstantinovitch. Grete was 
grambling. “It’s all very well for you,” she said, “but I don’t 
want to go into an office. I’m a skilled leather worker. It 
would be ridiculous if there were no work for me here with 
all these catde. They must tan the leather and work it, 
surely?” “Don’t be a fool,” I replied. “Be satisfied if you can 
get into an office. It will be warmer, and you’ll soon learn 
Russian.” 

When we made the acquaintance of Konstantin Konstan- 
inovitch our welcome was not so friendly. He was a political 
offender, too. When we explained to him that we had been 
sent from the finance office to work for him he made a sour 
face. “I’ve got enough here already who don’t do any work,” 
he said. “What should I want with you when you don’t even 
speak Russian properly?” But I was anxious to get the job 
and 1 assured him that we at least would work, and, after all, 
we were to start as beginners. He got pencil and paper and 
dictated a Russian sentence which I wrote down carefully. 
Grete angrily refused to try. “All right,” he said to me. “You 
can start here, but I can’t use your friend.” 

On the way back we nearly quarrelled. Our friend the clerk 
in charge of the finance department didn’t know what to do 
with Grete. We explained that she was a skilled leather worker; 
surely there must be something or the other in that line here? 
Yes, there was, of course, but a dangerous cattle disease was 
rampant, and anyone who worked with skins inevitably fell 
ill. No; he couldn’t take the responsibility for that. The skin- 
workers died or were ruined in health for life. I translated 
this to Grete. 

“What typical rubbish,” she exclaimed angrily. “The 
Russians catch things because they’re dirty pigs with no idea 
of cleanliness. Tell him I can look after myself. I’ll see that 
I don’t catch anything. Tell him not to bother about his 
responsibility. It’s mine.” 
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1 translated as much o£ this as 1 thought suitable. He was 
still doubtful, but we persuaded him, and so Grete got work 
in the tannery. The prisoner in charge was a Jew from White 
Russia who “couldn’t speak German, but could understand 
it,” which meant he spoke Yiddish, so they were able to make 
themselves understood. When we went into his workshop 
there was hardly room to put a foot down. There were skins 
all over the place. The disorder was almost indescribable, and 
the stink nearly choked you when you came in from outside. 
Grete made a few disagreeable remarks about the state of the 
place and got the job. The foreman also found her a corner 
to live in attached to the hut. When I went to visit her a few 
days later the workshop was almost unrecognizable. The 
skins were all assorted and stacked into neat piles. In one 
corner were specially valuable skins from new-born sheep. 
Each skin was ticketed and the skins themselves sorted out 
into three categories according to their quality. Although she 
spoke no Russian, Grete had managed to obtain a bottle of 
carbolic from the camp hospital and a pair of rubber gloves. 
The place was clean and there was room to move about easily, 
and even the stink had largely disappeared. A touch of German 
efficiency had worked wonders. A little while later, when I 
was already in the punishment compound, I heard that a special 
commission of investigation had been sent to Birma from the 
central administration in Dolinki to report on Grete’s miracle. 
In the meantime I began my own work under Konstantin 
Konstantinovitch. I was made very welcome by my new 
colleagues: Clement Nikifrevitch, a former school director of 
Novo-Sibirsk; Semion Semionovitch, a former Party employee 
in White Russia; Gregory Ilyitch, an agricultural expert 
from Kasakstan; and Maslov, a former cashier on the Caucasian 
Railways, who suffered badly from malaria and had a face 
like Nicholas II. They were all political offenders, and this 
made the atmosphere much more pleasant. They all spoke 
some German, and they were very kind to me, helping me 
with my work as well as they could. Clement Nikifrevitch, in 
particular, was quite a cultured man, and he could quote 
by heart from the German classics. The others, too, were 
educated men. They had all served from three to five years 
of varying sentences and it had left its mark on them. They 
were thin and emaciated; their cheeks had fallen in and their 
eyes were unnaturally bright, and almost all of them had 
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gaps in their teeth, for there was no such thing as dental 
treatment in Karaganda. When a tooth went bad, it just 
rotted until finally it had to be extracted. And what a pitiful 
sight they were in their camp clothing, with their grey, padded, 
much- worn jackets and their coolie trousers and close-cropped 
hair! But their faces come back to me as amongst the finest 
and kindest I ever saw. 

My work ^as to keep a statistical record of the daily per- 
formance of the tractors, noting down carefully how many 
hours were lost and the reason, whether it was the fault of the 
prisoner driver, or lack of petrol or breakdowns. In the 
circumstances which existed in the camp, such a record was 
grotesque. The repair shop was always short of spare parts 
and in consequence many of the tractors were always lying 
idle. But if an hour was lost by the fault of the driver it had to 
be carefully noted down. 

Konstantin Konstantinovitch was a Hungarian, and my 
first impression of him had not been wrong. He was a little 
bureaucrat by nature and he fitted perfectly into his job. 
The man in charge of the repair shop itself was a Czech, 
German Germanovitch. You could see that at one time he 
had had a paunch, but now his poor belly hung down in sad 
folds. He spoke German fluently, but he was so scared that 
it was never possible to get any further than: ‘^Good morning. 
It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?” He was efficient and good at his 
job, and his ideas of how a repair shop should be run were 
Western European. The tractors were garaged in neat lines 
and the floor space was kept free and swept. No valuable 
machinery was ever allowed to stand outside his workshop to 
deteriorate, and in this respect it differed greatly from the 
usual run of Russian factories and workshops. 

In the harvest periods the office employees were formed into 
^'shock brigades” to lend a hand — ‘Voluntarily,” of course. 
Not only that, but they were even expected to take up “State 
loans” from their pitiful earnings, and there were many who 
hadn’t enough courage to refuse. During the harvest we 
worked from sun up to midday in the fields and from one 
o’clock to eight o’clock in the office after our return. In the 
fields we had to perform a certain labour quota. At that time 
I still had enough strength to do the work required without 
much trouble and even to help Clement Nikifrevitch finish 
his. He had already been five years in the camp and it was a 
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great effort for him to get his quota done in time. This work 
in the fields was paid at a little higher rate than the work in 
the camp, though as a beginner in the office I got no pay at 
all. From the summer of 1939 on, the work in the field was 
paid at the rate of 20 copecks a day, provided the quota was 
performed. If you failed to complete the quota, you got 
nothing at all. In a month in which you reached the target 
every working day you could earn no more th!kn 6 roubles, 
A pound of herrings in the canteen cost about 3 roubles and 
a pound of bread about 50 copecks. Really skilled work in the 
fields was much better paid. I was told that a combine driver 
and mechanic could earn up to 100 roubles in a month. In 
the summer of 1939 an order came out that the better-paid 
categories, who were also m the first and best food category, 
had to pay for their food from their earnings. 

Whilst I was working in the office I belonged to the third 
category, the one above the worst, and I lived in a hut on the 
other side of the pond I have mentioned. I had to cross over 
a dam in order to get there. The dam had been built by 
prisoners in order to create a water reservoir for the kitchen 
garden, which was on the other side of the dam, with artificially 
irrigated potato fields, tomato plantations, rows and rows of 
all kinds of vegetables and many hot-houses. Things grew 
very well on the steppe soil, provided there was sufficient 
water. Needless to say, the produce of this kitchen garden was 
never used for the prisoners’ food, and I cannot remember 
ever having seen even a potato in the soup of the lowest food 
category, not to mention tomatoes or anything of that sort. 

The room in which I lived was so low that you could touch 
the ceiling with your hand. Both walls and ceiling were bare. 
The floor consisted of stamped clay, which meant that it 
could be swept only in dry weather. A special kind of flea, 
about twice as big as the fleas in Western Europe, was at home 
here, and it was infested with bugs. The windows were very 
small, and most of them were broken and the holes stopped 
up with anything that came to hand, so they were not much 
use either jfor ventilation or light. I still slept on the door 
laid across the lumps of wood, though I now had it all to 
myself, as Grete was quartered at her place of work. I had no 
straw sack to sleep on and no piUow. Only those who had 
brought them into the camp and had managed to secure 
them against the attentions of thieves had blankets. 
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This barracks was divided into ten large rooms. Three 
rooms were connected and they had a common door into the 
corridor. For ' 'security reasons,” the prisoners in one room 
would employ a nevalnaya, usually an old prisoner unfit for 
work and therefore not receiving any pay from the camp, 
and each of them would pay so much a month for her services. 
The one in my room was a criminal offender. She fetched the 
soup at midday and did various other things for those who 
combined to pay her, but for me, who had no money to 
contribute, she never did a thing, and she regarded me with 
great contempt as a parasite. 

The nevalnaya of another room was a sixty-year-old German 
woman from Berlin named Margarete Paulovna. She had a 
podgy face and untidy grey hair which hung down in wisps. 
She wore glasses and had sacks under her eyes, and her legs 
were swollen with dropsy. Amidst tears she told me that she 
had emigrated to the Soviet Union in 1933 with her two sons, 
one of whom was an actor. Both had been arrested; she did 
not know why; and shortly afterwards she had been arrested 
too. When her sons were arrested the Russian Prosecutor had 
advised her to take Russian nationality, and she had been 
afraid to refuse for fear she would never see her sons again. 
She had, in fact, nevei seen them again and there was very 
little likelihood that she ever would. In her opinion, Nazis 
couldn’t be worse than people who sent an innocent old woman 
to Siberia, and she was sorry she had lost her nationality. 

There was a special room for mothers with babies in our 
barracks. When I went into it, it was some time before I could 
get used to the atmosphere, which made my eyes water. 
Hanging from the ceiling on string were wooden boxes con- 
taining the babies, who were wrapped up in all kinds of odd 
rags. However, women with babies did not stay long in Birma. 
Sooner or later they were sent off in an ox-wagon to another 
section of the Karaganda camp. Women who had compara- 
tively short terms to serve — they were exclusively criminal and 
Asocial elements — were allowed to have their children with 
them. 

When I learnt that the so-called udarnik or "Shock” work 
in the fields was paid for, I borrowed 60 copecks on account 
firom Clement Nikifrevitch and went to pay my debt to the 
young Georgian barber. He was delighted to see me and, I 
liave no doubt, greatly astonished that I should come to 
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pay him. He asked me about my work and about my food, 
and so on, and as he talked I had the impression that he was 
steering round to some point or the other. After a short pause, 
he asked: “Have you got a camp husband yet?’' I laughed. 
“Don’t laugh,” he said seriously, “Five years is a long time.” 
And then, as though taking his courage in both hands, he 
burst out: “Why don’t you be my wife whilst you’re here? 
I earn about 25 roubles a month and I’ve good connections 
in the kitchen. I get meat and aU sorts of things. And I’ve 
got a room to myself; you could live in with me. Quite comfort- 
able. And as my wife, you could use the wash-room every 
day.” 

He was a good-hearted lad, and so I explained patiently 
that though all the privileges he mentioned were attractive, 
yet they weren’t sufficient to justify marriage. You needed 
something else: real affection, if not love. 

“Oh yes,” he replied. “I know all that, but that’s outside. 
In here a woman just must have a good camp husband if she 
doesn’t want to starve.” 

He said he would give me time to think it over, and made 
me promise to tell him at the end of the week what I had 
decided 

One evening when I left the office a worker from the smithy 
spoke to me, asking me how long I had been here, how many 
years I had to serve, and where I came from. I told him and 
then he asked “Have you got a katylok yet?” A katylok is a 
tin can which the prisoners use as a pannikin for their food. 
The camp provides nothing of the sort and no cutlery. A 
new prisoner has to see how he can get hold of one, or some- 
thing similar to serve the purpose. I hadn’t one, of course, 
and he asked me if I should like him to make me one. I said 
that would be very nice and we parted. The next day he was 
waiting for me in the street with a brand new katylok which 
even had a handle to it. I was very thankful for the gift and 
we strolled along the street chatting. I learned that he had 
been a locomotive driver until one day he had had an accident, 
and here he was for sabotage. He was so trustful that I almost 
began to wonder whether he was a provocator trying to betray 
me into incautious remarks. I decided that it was probably 
because I was a foreigner and he didn’t think it necessary 
to be so careful with me. A day or so later he came with 
another present, a tin plate. That was even more beautiful 
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than the katytok. But then he began to talk enthusiastically 
about a national resistance movement m Kasakstan, declaring 
they were only waiting until war finally broke out between 
Russia and Germany. I was horrified and did my best to 
explain to him just what Hitler meant. At the very best it 
would mean replacing one dictatorship by another. They 
would all be out of the frying pan into the fire. But he was not 
to be persuaded, and he remained enthusiastically pro-German. 
He brought me one other marvellous present, a knife he had 
made in the workshop. It was strictly prohibited for a prisoner 
to possess a knife, but everyone who could possibly obtain one, 
or had managed to smuggle one through all the searches, had 
a knife, and all the others did everything possible to obtain 
one. This was a lovely knife with a grip of hard rubber 
beautifully decorated with inlaid metal work. 

I saw very few wild animals whilst I was in Karaganda. 
The only natural life consisted of a very large type of vulture 
and a number of beautifully plumaged birds which had no 
song. But one day on our pond we saw two wild ducks floating 
around as though they had been there for ever. At midday 
everyone was happy at the sight and stood on the bank and 
watched them. In our excitement we even fed them with 
pieces of precious bread. Where on earth could they have 
come from? There was no water surface anywhere around for 
countless imles. And yet somehow they had flown an enormous 
distance to land on our pond. We were delighted. They were 
not in the least shy and they swam around as though the 
pond had always been their home. 

In the evening after work my first thought was about the 
ducks. They were still there. Perhaps they would stay with us 
and have a clutch of eggs, and then there would be ducklings. 
I was quite moved and I went into the barracks seeing them 
swimming around with their mother in my imagination. 
A little later we heard a shot. Everyone ran out in foreboding. 
On the other side of the pond stood the G.P.U. natchalnik 
with a whole group of uniformed men around him. He was 
shooting at our ducks. A number of male prisoners stood a 
respectful distance away. Oh, my God, I thought. Why don’t 
they fly away before he hits them? But the ducks continued to 
swim around, though they kept together as though for protec- 
tion. They obviously knew nothing about guns. A second 
and third shot sounded, and with the third the natchalnik hit 
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one of them, and it turned over and floated breast upwards 
in the water. The other duck swam around anxiously quacking, 
but still it made no attempt to escape. The naichalnik was a 
rotten shot, but he had plenty of time and plenty of ammuni- 
tion, and he fired five times more before he killed the second 
duck. Then one of the prisoners flung off his clothes and 
plunged in the water to fetch the booty like a^gun dog. At 
that moment I hated the human race. 

Once I asked my colleagues in the office whether any of 
them had made an attempt to secure a reopening of their 
cases, for in all the talk of the prisoners about their fate the 
word peresmotrenie^ the reopening of a case, was constantly used. 
As most of the political prisoners were quite innocent and 
many could not even imagine why they had been arrested at 
all, they naturally thought there must have been some mistake, 
and they were all hopeful of securing the reopening of the 
proceedings and a new hearing from which an acquittal and 
a return to freedom might follow. 

Clement Nikifrevitch declared that in his opinion it was 
perfectly useless for a prisoner to ask for the reopening of his 
case. Such an application had no chance of success at all 
unless it was made by someone outside, by a relative or friend. 
I was not at all convinced. “I have the impression that you 
all accept your fate too resignedly,’’ I declared. am going 
to appeal to the Supreme Court and lodge an application 
for the reopening of my case.” 

They were truly horrified and from all sides they begged 
me to do nothing of the sort, declaring that I should only 
succeed in worsening my lot. People who did things of that 
sort were regarded as a nuisance; their applications went into 
the waste-paper basket and they got into the bad books of 
the camp authorities. However, I was still unconvinced, and 
so the next day in the midday pause I went to the camp 
office and told the natchalmk what I wanted to do. To my 
surprise, he received me in quite a friendly fashion. “Yes; 
of course you can,” he said, and in answer to my question he 
told me that I could even write my application in German. 

“There’s another thing,” I said, “My mother lives in 
Potsdam in Germany. She doesn’t know what’s happened to 
me and she’ll be worrying because she hasn’t heard from me. 
Can I write her a line just 'to let her know I’m all right. Just 
greetings on a postcard would do.” 
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That too, it appeared, was in order. I drew up my applica- 
tion, wrote a postcard to my mother and left them both with 
the mtchalmk and then settled down to see what would happen. 
I hadn’t to wait very long. About two weeks later a fellow 
prisoner who worked in the administration came to me in 
my office and told me I was to finish work and go back with 
him to the barracks and get my things. Then I was taken to 
the punishment compound. 

It appeared, however, that regulations would not permit 
my reception until six o’clock in the evening, so I had to 
squat down outside the barbed wire with my bundle and wait, 
which I did, falling deeper and deeper into dejection. My fellow 
prisoners had been right. Delivery into the punishment com- 
pound is like being arrested all over again. In the camp a 
prisoner was relatively free. He could walk about and go to 
and from his work without being under guard or surveillance. 
After work there was about an hour’s free time, and I would 
often visit Crete Sonntag and together we would look out 
over the steppes and admire the wonderful sky in the evening. 
It was spring and about the middle of May the steppes begin 
to bloom. There were great patches of lovely iris and others 
of some yellow flower, and then there was a sort of tulip which 
grew freely. Now I had lost all that and was parted from my 
comrades in the office, whom I had grown to like so much. 
I was very near to tears. 

The punishment compound was surrounded by barbed wire. 
It consisted of a block for women, another for men, a house 
for the natchalmk and a block of cells. At the gate was a small 
wooden hut for the guard. Prisoners entered one at a time 
through a narrow space. The dirt in the camp was bad 
enough, but in the punishment compound it was shocking. 
The place around the latrine pits was covered with piles of 
human excrement. The prisoners did not bother to use the 
pits. They just did their business wherever it suited them, and 
it was impossible to get away from the terrible stench. The 
block for the women was worse than anytliing I had yet 
experienced in the camp. The sleeping places were knocked 
together out of rough bits of wood of various sizes and 
thicknesses, and some of the women slept on the floor on 
twigs. 

There were two categories of prisoner in the compound. 
First, those who had offended against the camp regulations. 
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The highest sentence for this was three months. These offenders 
were amongst the worst types in the camp; men and women 
who constantly came into conflict, not only with the camp 
authorities, but also with their fellow prisoners. Some of 
them were dangerous criminals. And, secondly, there were 
those political prisoners who for some reason or the other had 
^^Pod konvoi^^' or “under surveillance,’’ marked in^their dossiers. 
The contrast between the Politicals and the criminal and 
Asocial elements was particularly strong in the punishment 
compound. Unfortunately for the Politicals, the natchalnik of 
the punishment compound was a criminal sentenced for 
swindling and he supported his fellow criminals against them. 
When criminals refused to work, he turned a blind eye to it, 
and if any camp clothing was distributed it was the criminals 
who got the pick, or, indeed, often all of it The “brigadiers,” 
or those in charge of a working column, were chiefly criminals. 
These “brigadiers” had to keep a check on whether the 
members of their columns performed their working quotas 
or not. The opportunity both for favouritism and chicanery 
was great. In addition these men distributed the work amongst 
the individual members of their gang. They were in fact, 
very much hke the notorious capos in Nazi concentration 
camps — in both cases they were often more cruel and brutal 
than the real authorities. Prisoners in the punishment com- 
pound were deprived of the right, or privilege, to buy in the 
canteen. This did not apply in practice to the criminals, who 
had their connections, and the natchalnik tolerated it silently. 
Theft was rife and nothing whatever was done to prevent it 
or to punish the offenders. 

Amongst the criminals were many men and women who 
constantly landed back in the punishment compound. Refusal 
to work, or refusal to obey an order was punished with up to 
three months in the compound. Refusal to work for the 
twenty-fifth time was punished by death. To live together 
with such criminal elements in the same block is the worst 
punishment imaginable, and at first the Politicals were not 
able to secure a special place for themselves in the block. 

The number of prisoners in the punishment compound 
varied constantly. There were sometimes several hundred 
men and women there and sometimes as few as fifty. Gangs 
were sent out from the punishment compound to do the worst 
and dirtiest work. Older prisoners who could no longer stand 
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up to the work were sent to a special so-called invalid depart- 
mentj where they were placed on ‘‘light work’’ and given a 
ration of only half a pound of bread a day, on which they 
slowly starved. There was also a special department for 
prisoners suffering from venereal diseases, and there were 
always very many of them. 

At about three o’clock on my first morning in the punishment 
compound when the first thin light of the steppes began to 
creep into the huts a trumpet signal sounded the reveille. 
It was followed almost immediately by a banging on the door 
of the women’s hut and loud shouts of “Get up, women. Get 
a move on.” Thank God the night was over, was my first 
thought. I had found it impossible to sleep comfortably on the 
uneven boards, and there was not enough room to he on my 
back. My bones ached and my skin was sore over the joints. 
To add to the general discomfort, the place was swarming 
with bed-bugs. The air stank of them and it was impossible 
to put a hand down anywhere without touching them. The 
first time I woke up in the night my body itched all over. 
But bed-bugs were not all; there were lice as well. In the 
darkness any struggle against the blood-suckers was impossible. 

The women crawled out of their stinking hut, still half 
asleep, grumbling and swearing. Trembling with the cold of 
the early morning, they made their way over towards the 
latrines, or just squatted down in any convenient spot. From 
the men’s block came a chorus of coughing and spitting. 

After that we all lined up for our soup, and the wind blew 
the stink of human excrement over the whole compound. 
On one side of the greasy tub in which the soup was brought 
up stood a hne of men and on the other side a line of women. 
All eyes were fixed greedily on the ladle to make sure that it 
was properly filled, and the arguments and protests of those 
who thought they had not been given a full ladle filled the 
air with squabbling. I said “ladle,” but it was a home-made 
scoop consisting of a small tin can tied on to the end of a stick. 
It was millet soup, and some of the prisoners drank their 
share at once and hung around afterwards in the hope that 
at the end they might get another portion 

The silhouette of the far-oflf mountains was black against 
the sky. The sun would soon be up — the sun that makes free 
people elated and happy. Here it was the sign for the slave 
labour of the day to begin. Under constant exhortations of 
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‘‘Hurry up, women, Get a move on,’’ we formed up for the 
roll-call and were then divided into gangs for the field and 
garden work. I was amongst the healthy and vigorous prisoners 
and I found myself told off for field work. With a sack over 
my shoulder and my katylok in my hand, I marched with my 
gang out into the steppes. The women went in front and the 
men brought up the rear, accompanied by an^ armed guard* 
on horseback. 

The sun came out and it grew warm. I breathed the fresh 
morning air in great gulps and my eyes turned towards the 
west across the endless steppes. Should I ever get out of this 
hell, I thought, or perish here like a mangy dog? We went 
along a dusty path through the fields. Most of the prisoners 
around me seemed to be still asleep as they plodded along, 
and their dragging feet stirred up the dust in clouds. After 
about an hour of this, we came to a vast field of sunflowers 
and a halt was called. This was our place of work. Our job 
was to hack out all the weeds and surplus plants and to leave 
one plant at every foot or so along the rows. Our day’s quota 
was about 3,000 yards in all. When you had done that to 
the satisfaction of your “brigadier,” your daily ration of a 
pound and a half of bread was secure. 

The lines were divided up amongst the prisoners. Some lucky 
people came together with those they knew and perhaps liked. 
They could work side by side and chat. What a difference it 
made to have someone you knew and liked at your side, 
someone you could talk to! 

I began hacking up the weeds. The sunflower plants had 
been sown by machinery and they were not more than an 
inch or so high. Delicate sprouts were just appearing between 
the thick leaves at the base and it was not easy to distinguish 
them from weeds. Again and again my blows went awry, 
and finally I lost my patience and began to hack up the lot 
savagely. Why should I bother? Did ‘they expect me to cultivate 
the steppes? I had not got far when an inspector on horseback 
came riding along my furrow. He pulled up and cursed me 
furiously. He was a prisoner himself, an agricultural expert. 
He got down firom his horse, took my tool and showed me how 
to work. 

“You’re not blind,” he said angrily. “That’s a plant 
Look at it. The rest are weeds. What the devil do you think 
you’re doing?” 



He buUied me in the same way as a Prassian estate inspector 
would bully a wretched farm labourer. It might have been 
his land, but in fact he was my fellow unfortunate in this 
slavery. After that I was kept under close watch and he kept 
coming back to see that I was working properly. In addition 
to him, the “brigadier” and a favoured prisoner also went 
from furrow to furrow inspecting the work. The only one 
who did nothing was the guard, and he remained immobile 
in the middle of the field with his rifle across the pommel of 
his saddle, surveying his slave charges. 

The sun began to get hot and burn my arms. More and more 
often I had to straighten my back and wipe the sweat from 
my forehead. The rest were far ahead of me. They were more 
experienced in the work, particularly one young woman, who 
had been a peasant. I heard afterwards that sometimes when 
she felt like it she would do a double quota in order to get a 
double ration of bread. She was a danger to the rest of us; 
because she could do the quota so easily the inspector used 
her example to raise the quota for the rest. The women 
talked from furrow to furrow in shrieks. They all seemed to 
know each other. I was the only stranger. 

At about 300 yards’ intervals over the fields were tubs of 
water. At last I reached the first one and plunged my face 
into it and then drank eagerly. There was no cup or drinking 
receptacle. There was scum on top of the water, but, no matter, 
it was water, even if there was grass, dust and remnants of 
the morning’s soup floating in it, and even if the water- 
carrier’s ox had just buried his muzzle in it. Oh, there were 
worse things than a dumb beast’s muzzle' Women would 
also use this fleeting opportunity to do a bit of washing. 
Scooping the water out in their katyloks and crouching down 
on the other side of the tub out of sight of the guard they would 
hurriedly wash out some article of clothing. It was their only 
chance of doing any washing at all. Of course, they had no 
soap or washing powder, and the sun of Kasakstan was their 
only bleaching agent. 

I fell gradually farther and farther behind the others, and 
the “brigadier” walked round with a flat piece of wood on 
which, for lack of paper, he noted the names of those who had 
done half of their day’s quota. Would it never be midday so 
that we could rest a while? I had already eaten the last crumb 
of bread from my sack and I was beginning to feel ravenous. 
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A bellyful of dirty water did not keep hunger away for 
long. 

My furrow seemed a tangle of weeds. Despairingly, I hacked 
away and suddenly I came face to face with a mother bird, 
who looked up at me anxiously. Her nest was in the furrow 
camouflaged with weeds. She was a sandy colour and I did 
not know what sort of bird she was. But there she was sitting 
on her eggs in this God-forsaken place. I forgot my hunger 
and my weariness and looked at her with delight. I don’t 
know why the sight of her engaged on her ageless task moved 
me so. Perhaps it was because she was so helpless, so exposed 
there to all the blows of Fate. I carefully skirted her nest 
and hoped that no one would find and destroy it. As I worked 
on with heightened spirits and courage an old, long-forgotten 
nursery rhyme about a bird in its nest came back to me. 

One of the prisoners had the job of going from furrow to 
furrow to sharpen the hoeing tools. Finally, he came to me. 
He looked disdainfully at mine. “They’ve switched the worst 
one on to you,” he declared. “No wonder you can’t get along very 
well. Let’s see what I can do with it,” and he set to work. Happy 
at the interruption, I crouched by his side and watched him. 

“This is the first time you’ve been out, isn’t it?” he asked 
sympathetically. “I haven’t seen you before.” 

“No. I only came yesterday, pod honvoi^^ 

“What have you been up to?” he asked. 

I told him what I had done — merely made an application 
to have my case reviewed. He grinned from ear to ear. “You’re 
not Russian, I can see. Where do you come from?” 

“I’m a German.” 

“What! From the Volga?” 

“No, firom Germany.” And then to my surprise and delight 
he began to talk German in a strange, old-fashioned Swabian 
dialect. He was a peasant from the Volga German colony. 
“What are you doing here, then?” he asked; and then with a 
suspicious look: “You’re a Communist, I suppose?” 

“I was,” I said, “for many years. And then Hitler came. . . .” 

“Yes, I know,” he said. “But you’d have done better to 
stay at home, for all that. Is it as bad as they say in the papers? 
I always think it can’t be much worse than here. Does Hitler 
take the land away firom the peasants like they do here? 
That’s why I’m here. I didn’t want to join the kolkhoz^ and 
neither did anyone else in my village. Then along came the 
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G.P.TJ. and took all the men away. Five children, I left behind; 
the oldest only fourteen. I’d like to know how my wife is 
managing to feed them, and what’s happening to our fields.” 

In the distance I saw the “brigadier” coming over to us, 
and I got up. 

“Give me it,” I said “He’ll begin to make a row.” 

“Let him,” he said. “If they give you a lousy hoe like this, 
I must do the best I can with it. Sit down again. You don’t 
want to be afraid of him.” 

But I was upset and nervous. “Tell me all about it after 
work,” I said. 

“All right,” he replied; “and I’ll show you photos of my 
brats and a letter I had from the eldest.” 

Before he came up to us, the “brigadier” began to shout: 
“Think you’ve got all day to hang about in. You don’t look 
like getting your quota finished.” 

The old Volga German turned to him deliberately. “How 
d’you expect her to,” he asked, “if you give her a hoe like 
this? And in any case, she’s not used to it. She’s never done 
any farm work before. She’s an educated girl.” 

The “brigadier” grumbled something and went away. The 
peasant gave me back my hoe and I began to work. He watched 
me in silence for a moment. 

“No; you really don’t know how to go about it,” he said. 
“You’re making hard work out of it. And nothing grows 
properly in this summer, anyhow, so why bother. It’s much 
too dry for sunflowers.” 

He took the hoe out of my hands. “Here; this is how you 
use it. Don’t strike so deep. Take shallower strokes. It’s much 
easier.” 

I watched him work for a while and then took the hoe and 
tried again myself. It was easier. He turned to go. 

“When’s it going to be midday?” I asked. 

“Stand up,” he said; “and when your shadow’s only about 
two feet then it’s near midday. It’s very near now. Look! 
There comes the cart.” 

He went off, promising to bring me a lighter and better 
hoe in the afternoon. I dug my hoe into the furrow and 
followed after the others, who were all making their way 
towards the ox-cart on which there was a greasy tub covered 
over with a dirty sack. In it was the balanda^ the much longed- 
for naddday soup. An old woman ladled it out. It was thin 
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stuff with a few cabbage leaves and stumps and grains of 
millet* Those of us who hadn’t performed our quota received 
only a pound of bread, and some of them began to grumble. 

‘‘What about fat Tanya?” said one. “She’s got her full 
ration, but did you ever see her do her quota?” 

“She does it at night,” interjected a man with a face like 
creased leather; “and that’s why she gets her fqll ration.” 

And another man turned to the fat favourite and exhorted 
her in the foulest and plainest language to go about her real 
business and not to come eating other people’s bread. 

When we had drunk the soup and eaten the bread we all 
sprawled out exhausted to rest in the broiling sun, for there was 
no shade anywhere. Lying with my face between my arms and 
with a sack over my legs, I immediately sank into a leaden sleep. 

I was woken up by someone shaking my shoulder. Bending 
over me was a young man with fine brown eyes and a smiling, 
friendly face. “Sorry to wake you up,” he said, “but they 
told me you were a German Communist. Is that right?” 

“That’s right,” I said, only half awake. “Who are you?” 

“I’m a Lithuanian Communist.” 

We shook hands solemnly. “How long have you been here?” 
I asked in order to end the silence that had fallen in which 
neither of us seemed to know what to say next. 

“Nine months,” he replied. “Pofi? konvot all the time.” 

“What are you here for?” 

“What am I here for? What do you mean? Do you want 
to know the invented indictment supplied by the G.P.U., or 
the real reason why they get rid of Communists?” 

“Be careful,” I warned. “If anyone hears you talking like 
that you can get into more trouble. And in any case, you don’t 
even know me.” 

“You’re a foreign Communist, and that’s enough for me.” 
His name, it appeared, was Boris Resnik. I told him mine, 
but before we could talk much further there were shouts of 
^^Davat! Na rabotiP^ from our “brigadier.” “Get back to work! 
Get a move on.” 

“Let’s work together,” proposed Boris. 

“That suits me,” I replied; “but I’m miles behind.” 

“All right; we’ll change furrows then.” 

He seemed to know everyone, and with a little bargaining 
the exchange was effected. After that we worked together 
rapidly, leaving a sunflower plant standing at the requisite 
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distance from the next and hacking out the weeds all around. 

“Let’s have a smoke,” said Boris after we had worked for 
a while. “I’ve got some mahorka^^ We stopped work, wiped 
the sweat from our faces and he made a couple of cigarettes 
from a piece of newspaper. 

“Have you been long in Russia?” I asked. 

“Eighteen months under arrest and ten months free before 
that. Just ten months. You know. I’m gradually coming to 
the conclusion I’m a born gaol-bird. I was only nineteen when 
I got ten years’ hard in Lithuania for Communist activity. 
I served seven years of that sentence. There were a whole 
gang of us Politicals in prison. Three of the fellows developed 
T.B. and the rest of us weren’t doing too well, so outside influ- 
ences got our sentences suspended until our health improved. 
Yes, you might well stare, but things like that did happen 
in Lithuania. The Red Aid was illegal, but it worked all 
right and it sent me to a sanatorium. Look out. Let’s get down 
to it again; Popka’s got his eye on us.” 

We began to work again. “Who’s Popka?” I asked. 

“Popka’s Russian for scarecrow,” he said. “That’s what 
they call the guard because he just sits there in the middle of 
the field and does nothing.” 

I looked at Boris. He was a nice-looking boy with bright, 
sparkling eyes. He noticed my look and rubbed his stubbly 
chin. “Pity you can’t help looking like a swine here,” he said. 
We went on working. Seven years’ hard labour in Lithuania 
for Communist activity, and now he was here in Siberia. 
Almost all his adult life he had been in prison either there or 
here. It certainly hadn’t broken his spirit and he did not seem 
embittered. 

We had worked so well that we gradually caught up with 
the others. In the afternoon the work generally did not go 
forward so fast. 

“Hey, Boris,” a young man called out cheerfully. “Found 
a girl friend?” 

“He’s a Greek,” Boris explained. “A good enough fellow, 
but unfortunately he’s hand in glove with the criminal elements 
here; mixed up in everything. That’s why he’s in the punish- 
ment compound.” 

I was getting very tired again. “Where does our work end?” 
I asked with a sigh. 

“See that girl with the white scarf round her head. Where 

93 



she’s sitting. That’s Djura. She’s finished her quota already. 
But you sit down and have a rest if you’re tired. I’ll do both 
furrows until you’ve had a breather.” 

Boris still wore a civilian cap which was perched jauntily 
on one side of his head. He had crisp, black, curly hair and 
his face was tanned from the sun. When he laughed he showed 
two rows of strong white teeth. He reminded ine of a French- 
man both in appearance and manner. Whilst he worked on, 
I walked back to fetch his prison jacket and our two tin cans, 
which we had left farther back along the furrow. 

We finished our quotas before the end of the day and were 
able to sit down and rest in the late afternoon sun. Boris 
rolled me a mahorka cigarette and gallantly held it out for 
me to lick. Such delicacy in a place like this! We smoked 
contentedly. Insects were crawling around in the warm grass 
and there was a noise of crickets. When the steppes are in 
bloom they are lovely. I have never anywhere seen such a 
mass of flaming colour with patches of golden, red and almost 
black flowers, each patch sharply defined from its neighbour. 
A little distance away, where the ground seemed to dip, the 
steppe grass was very high and it moved gently to and fro in 
the early evening wind like reeds at the side of a lake. 

‘Tsn’t that water over there, Boris?” I asked. 

It was so quiet and peaceful as the sun gradually declined — 
in the west. In the west — but I mustn’t think about that. 
This was the most peaceful moment I had yet spent in the 
camp. Others who had also finished their quotas were lying 
around fast asleep. 

‘‘What happened to you after you went into the sanatorium, 
Boris?” 

“Oh, the Party got into touch with me. It was illegal, of 
course, but it was easy enough whilst I was in the sanatorium. 
They told me that I was to make a get-away. I was very 
glad, of course. I had three years’ hard labour in front of me 
and one lung wasn’t too good. And then to go to the Soviet 
Union! It had always been my ambition. You know, Father- 
land of the Toilers, and all that. 1 was tremendously excited. 
They organized everything aU right and I got away. In 
Moscow I was taken over by the Mopr,^ welcomed like a hero 
and sent to a sanatorium in Yalta on the Black Sea. It was 
really lovely there and it wasn’t long before my trouble healed 

^ International Red Aid. 
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up. Then I looked around for a job. I had been a shoemaker 
before I was arrested. Pohtical prisoners don’t have to work 
in Lithuania, and we weren’t kept in solitary confinement. 
We had books and studied together, organized courses, and 
so on. The prison was my university. There I learnt all I’d 
missed before. I hadn’t been able to go to a higher school 
because when my father died my mother had four of us to 
feed, so I had to go out to work as soon as possible. But in 
prison we had good teachers, really cultured men sentenced 
for political offences. In Yalta the doctors advised me to stay 
in the south just in case, because of my lung, so I went to 
Odessa and got a job in a boot and shoe factory. I met a girl 
there. She was my first, and we got married. We were very 
happy for about six months, and then one night, unexpectedly, 
like a bolt from the blue, the G.P.U. came for me. It appears 
I was a Lithuanian spy. The Lithuanian Ochrana had recruited 
me whilst I was in prison and sent me over the Soviet frontier — 
and so on. That was the examining judge’s tale and I was 
supposed to admit it all and sign a confession. I told him I’d 
had a certain amount of experience and knew how a Commu- 
nist had to behave himself in the hands of the police. Then 
they started to beat me up. I bellowed like an ox to let every- 
body hear, so they stopped it. We had tried that in Lithuania 
and found it usually worked. In prison I got trouble with my 
lungs again and had a haemorrhage, so they had to put me in 
the prison sick ward. When I was discharged I found my 
sentence already waiting for me: eight years’ forced labour in 
a camp with pod konvoi just because I had made myself a 
nuisance — and here I am. And here I’ve been for nine months. 
Seven years and three months to go. But it’s good to have met 
you. One of the worst things here is not to have anyone you 
can talk to; not to have anyone who speaks the same language 
and thinks the same way. Let’s have another cigarette before 
we go back. Crete, you said? Can I call you Margaret? There’s 
a lovely song in Lithuania about a Margaret.” 

The sun was beginning to sink towards the horizon. The 
“brigadier” and the guard rounded us up and got us into 
marching order and off we went, Boris and I side by side. 
He was dirty, ragged and unshaven, and I was in not much 
better case, with my feet wrapped in rags and wearing rubber 
shoes several sizes too big for me. But I was almost happy. 
I had found a fellow soul I could talk to. 
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At night when I lay down on the hard, uneven boards 
which were my bed, with the stench of bed-bugs in my nostrils, 
my lips were smiling. Life had become a little easier. I dreamt 
of giant sunflowers and inextricable tangles of weeds stretching 
away far out of sight, but I woke up with the consoling thought 
that I should see Boris again to-morrow. He had promised 
to sing some Lithuanian songs for me, including '‘Mar- 
gareta.” 

When I look back on the first two months of my stay in 
the Birma punishment compound, I hardly remember the 
laborious work in the fields, the scorching sun beating down, 
the constant hunger, the terrible nights with bed-bugs and 
lice, the malice and chicanery of my fellow prisoners, and I 
think instead of my friendship with Boris Resnik. We met 
every morning before the roll-call. He would make me the 
morning cigarette of mahorka in newspaper, and together we 
would stand and smoke and marvel at the daily wonder: the 
rising of the sun over the mountains in the distance. 

The first morning I met him in this way he had managed 
to shave. And that evening he stood behind the men’s block 
washing out his shirt with ^'organized” water which should 
have been devoted to some other purpose. Then he wrung it 
out and hung it on the barbed wire to dry, not daring to leave 
it out of his sight for fear it would be stolen. 

He had hardly been a month in the compound when he 
had suffered another haemorrhage. After a while in hospital 
he had been sent back to the compound, but, thanks to the 
good offices of the chief doctor, he received a little supplemen- 
tary food. It was only a small basin of noodles or porridge, 
but it was something, and it helped to keep him on his feet. 
This small supplement aroused the envy and malice of his 
fellow prisoners, who would wax highly indignant. 

‘‘Him sick! Look at him! Brown as a berry. Influence, 
that’s what it is. He’s got connections ” 

One day we decided to work in the kitchen garden instead 
of in the fields. As a T.B. case, Boris had the right to work 
there, though generally he preferred to go into the fields 
because he didn’t like the head gardener. Of course, I had 
no such right, but the next morning we lined up with the 
garden gang and hoped for the best. The controller came 
around accompanied by a criminal who occupied a minor 
post. The criminal immediately spotted Boris. 
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“Get back into the field gang, you,” he snapped. “That’d 
just suit you swinging the lead in the garden, wouldn’t it?” 

“You know perfectly well I’m entitled to light work,” 
Boris replied. 

“What’s entided here?” the man inquired disagreeably. 
“You’re healthy enough. Do what I teU you.” 

“I won’t,” replied Boris firmly. “I’m entitled to light work 
and you can ask the doctor if you don’t believe me.” 

Suddenly a leering grin came over the man’s face. “Oh!” 
he bellowed, “so that’s it, is it? You think I don’t know what 
you’re up to? You want to get down to it with Grete under the 
bushes, heh?” 

His remark was greeted by a burst of sycophantic laughter, 
which restored his good humour. “All right, then,” he said. 
“Get on with it.” And he passed on, quite forgetting that at 
least I was not entitled to work in the garden. 

A humiliation of that sort would be enough to make a 
decent womsm wish the ground would open and swallow her 
up in normal circumstances, but when you’re forced to live 
like a pig you soon get used to swinishness. We were delighted 
to think we had won the trick, and we marched off together 
to the garden. 

Our work there consisted in weeding a patch of grass with 
our hands. We progressed on our knees, singing softly. A 
young gipsy girl was working in our row, and when the 
overseer, a much-feared bully, happened to be away for a 
while she read the future fi:om our palms. It was a very 
satisfactory reading. There was nothing about a dark stranger, 
but there was a journey very soon — a journey into fireedom and 
much happiness. 

The kitchen garden was artificially irrigated from the 
pond on which our two precious ducks had met their end. 
The soil was good and both grass and vegetables grew well. 
There were even a few poplars — a rare phenomenon in the 
steppes. At the midday pause we sat down in their shade and 
chatted, telling each other about our dreams, which play a 
much bigger role in the life of a prisoner than they do outside. 

In the short time left to us in the evening before lights out, 
we would sit together in the stinking compound square. One 
day a new transport of prisoners arrived, including one or two 
political prisoners firom Georgia. Amongst them was the eighty- 
year-old stepfather of the G.P.U. chief, Beria, the man who 
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had signed my five-year-sentence. In addition, there was a 
Georgian Menshevist, and a teacher from the Caucasus named 
Dzagnidze. They would sit with us in the evenings and sing 
their melodious Georgian folk songs in a sad undertone. I 
sang them a German song or two, and then, to their surprise, 

I sang a Georgian song which Heinz had taught me. He had 
learnt it because it was the favourite song ^of his friend, 
Lominadze, who was always singing it. It was a sad Kttle 
ditty and most suited to our occasions: “For you, poor soul, 
no fortune beckons; for you, poor soul, no lute sings happy 
songs.’* 

We spent many evenings with these Georgians, and the 
eighty-year-old stepfather of Beria, a typical old Georgian 
vintner with bright, bird-like eyes and a lined brown face, 
told me indignantly how he had been arrested because he had 
been unwilling to give up his vineyard and join the kolkhoz* 
Ten years’ forced labour was his sentence. Dzagnidze had a 
bad heart. He too was sentenced to ten years. This was for 
“counter-revolutionary agitation,” unspecified. A little later 
Dzagnidze and the old man were removed to the invalids’ 
compound. 

We had just heard of the Russo-German Pact and we were 
discussing it one evening when the Georgian Menshevist 
declared very loudly — ^presumably in order that as many 
people as possible should hear: “The Russo-German Friendship 
Pact is a work of political genius; the greatest act of our 
great leader, Stalin. My admiration for him is unbounded.” 
We fell silent in embarrassment, but we understood. 

One day our natchalnik announced that the compound must 
be cleaned up at once, because a commission of inspection was 
on its way from the administration centre at DoHnki. Our 
starostay the Compound Senior, ran around like a dog who 
had lost its tail trying to get volunteers to clean up the frightful 
mess he and the natchalnik had let the place get into, but the 
only one he could get to help him was his girl friend, a Yugo- 
slav, who said she was a Communist. Perhaps she was. She 
was afraid that if the Commission came and saw the state of 
the compound her boy friend would be dismissed and then 
her privileged life would end. She never did any work and 
she was well fed, thanks to her far from ambiguous relation 
with the starosta. 

The sum total of the cleansing action was that for the first 
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and only time the heaps of excrement were removed. All other 
attempts to bring a little order into our chaos broke down 
owing to the sabotage of the criminal elements, who openly 
jeered at both the star os ta and the natchalnik. The Commission 
arrived. It consisted of Serikov, the Camp Commandant, and 
a number of uniformed men. They walked through the 
neglected blocks, listened silently to those who had courage 
enough to complain and then departed. Nothing further 
happened, and everything remained as it had been before. 

Soon after that a rumour spread that a transport was to 
be made up to go off to Central or Eastern Siberia. It threw 
us all into a panic, for it meant that prisoners who had become 
friends might be separated. Boris and me, for instance. We 
looked at each other in unspoken fear. And so it came. We 
had a few days’ notice. They were terribly sad days. Boris 
carved me a cigarette-holder out of a piece of wood and 
gave me a little carved box he had made so that I should 
have something tangible to remember him by. I knew that 
Eastern Siberia meant death to him, and my heart was heavy. 
He promised to do his best to let me have news, and all I 
could do was to thank him with tears in my eyes for the 
two months’ friendship which had brought a little happiness 
into my life and made me almost forget the misery of Birma. 

The lorries drove up in front of the compound and the 
names of those who had to go were called out. They marched 
out of the gate and climbed into the lorries. The rest of us 
gathered behind the barbed wire. ^'Don’t forget me, Crete,” 
Boris called out. My throat was dry and I could only wave my 
hand. The prisoners began to sing: 

Stream over your banks ^ 0 mother Volga; 

My lover takes his leave of me. 

The sails swell grandly in the wind^ 

But my heart is heavy with sorrow. 

Farewell^ my love^ farewelU^ 

The days that followed were sad and weary. I seemed to 
lose my strength, and more and more often I failed to perform 
my daily quota. But for the fact that I now had a Political 
as my gang leader, I should seldom have got more than a 
pound of bread a day, but he made false entries in his log 
to help his fellow Politicals. I was back in the fields again. 
From morning to night out there we all had only one thought; 
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it was of bread. One afternoon I had the best part of my 
bread still uneaten in my sack. To give myself more freedom 
in working, I put it down in the furrow and went on, going 
back from time to time to retrieve it. But once when I did 
that I found the empty sack. Someone had stolen my bread. 
A piece of bread! Just a piece of bread! What a bagatelle! 
No one knows how much that means who l^as never gone 
hungry, really hungry, not merely with a whetted appetite. 
It meant that I had to work the rest of the day and the 
following morning before I got any more. But that day passed 
too, like all the rest. 

My life was made still more miserable by the really foul 
language which was constantly used around me. It was bad 
enough in the camp, but in the punishment compound it was 
frightful. At first most of it passed over my head. I simply did 
not understand the words or their implication, but as my 
Russian improved it was often difficult not to blush. Russian 
is particularly rich in that respect, and the prisoners in the 
compound were virtuosi. For the criminals, who represented 
the majority in the compound, I was ‘‘the German Fascist.’’ 
Soviet newspaper propaganda had brought them to equate 
German with Fascist. In addition, I was a Political, and for 
them a Political was the most contemptible creature on 
Russian soil. On one occasion I worked my furrow level with 
a criminal in the next furrow. She amused herself whenever 
we came near by making me the target of the foulest abuse she 
could think of, and it was foul. The unprovoked attack riled 
me to such an extent that the next time she did it I involuntarily 
replied with a scorching expression I had picked up, A look 
of stupefied surprise came over her face and after that she 
no longer abused me. Evil communications corrupt good 
manners. 

Soon after Boris left I was sent out with a gang to join in 
the campaign against brzlose^ a sort of cattle murrain which is 
terribly prevalent in that part of the world and causes heavy 
losses to the herds. One evening when we returned to the 
camp tired and exhausted we were all called together and a 
list of fifty names was read out, including mine. “Report at 
once. With things.” An order like that causes panic amongst 
the prisoners affected. A prisoner is strangely conservative. 
Once he is settled down, even in our lousy, dirty huts, he is 
unwilling to move and have his life disturbed. What comes 
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may be, and probably will be, worse. And, in any case, it is 
upsetting. It also means a separation from people he has 
got used to. 

An ox-cart stood waiting outside the compound and our 
bundles were thrown into it, then, to the accompaniment of 
much shouting and bullying, we were lined up behind it and 
our journey into the unlmown started again. At least the cool 
night air was better than the stench of our barracks and 
before long I became conscious of the vast dome of stars over 
my head. Such a sky can probably be seen only over steppes 
and deserts. It is indescribably magnificent. But soon my legs 
grew weary and I began to stumble over the dried-out ruts 
of the path we were following, almost losing my over-large 
rubber shoes. The dust stirred up by the trudging feet made 
my eyes smart and my throat sore. Tiredness was overcoming 
us all and soon there was no more talk. The only sound was 
the creaking of the ox-cart in front, the plodding and scuffling 
of our tired feet, and the monotonous chirping of crickets by 
the wayside. If one could only sleep on the march! How much 
longer was this going on? Behind us we could hear the familiar 
shouts oi^^Davai! DavaV^^ as the stragglers were bullied along, 
and for a little while hatred and resentment gave me new 
strength. 

At last we came to an empty hut into which we were driven 
like cattle. There were not even nam and there was nowhere to 
sit or lie except on the straw which was scattered on the floor. 
We were so tired we just flung ourselves down and fell asleep. 
I slept like a log and not even the ^^bed”-bugs could keep me 
awake. 

The next day we found that we were in Leninskoie, a sub- 
station of the camp. There was a hut hke ours for the men, 
a house for the guards, a wash-room, a punishment block 
and a number of well-built pens for sheep. In summer the 
sheep live in the open in the steppes. Our gang was equipped 
with picks and shovels and told off to remove the top layer 
of mixed earth and dung in the pens and around them, load 
it up and carry it out into the steppes to be burnt. It was 
hard work, particularly as the ground around the pens was a 
matted tangle of deep-rooted couch grass which obstinately 
defied our efforts. 

One day a miracle happened. We did our best with the 
hard ground and its tough roots, but although the sweat poured 
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off US with our eflPorts, we made little progress. There wasn’t 
a strong, vigorous man or woman left amongst us A soldier 
told off to guard us watched our vain efforts. Then he came 
over to us, put down his rifle, took a pick from one of the 
prisoners, and set to work. With powerful strokes, he dug a 
long, shallow trench which gave us a chance of getting under 
the roots. It was the only time in all my experience I ever 
saw a guard help prisoners. He was human, that Kasak 
soldier, and the prisoners loved him. They chatted with him, 
laughed and joked with him, and when he was in charge of 
us the atmosphere was almost free and happy. 

Some weeks later I was with a gang sent out for grain- 
cleaning. There were seven of us, all women and all Politicals, 
in my group, and we were in the charge of this same Kazak 
soldier, who accompanied us on horseback to a so-called tog 
about five miles away from the camp. A tog is a place which 
has been cleared and in which the grain reaped by the combines 
is stacked to be cleaned by a machine. Seven women do the 
various jobs in connection with such a machine 

On the way we had chattered and laughed with our escort, 
and told him how hungry we were Gradually we worked 
round to what we had in mind. Our tog was not very far 
from the railway station at Sharik, and in Sharik there was 
bread and sugar to be had. On horseback he could easily 
ride into Sharik and buy us some. Would he? We didn’t think 
so, but our need made us persistent and we had nothing to 
lose. 

‘‘That’s a fine thing,” he said when we finally asked him. 
“And whilst I’m gone you all take to your heels. Or perhaps 
the control comes round. And where should I be then? In 
camp with you, or worse.” 

Mid-day came and went and the ox-cart had already 
trundled off with the soup barrel. We were working in a cloud 
of black dust cleaning the steppe barley, fully convinced that 
all our wheedling had been in vain. After all, it was a risk for 
him, and we bore him no malice for his refusal. But when the 
ox-cart was finally out of sight he came up. 

“Give me your bread bags and some money,” he said. 
Delightedly, we handed them over to him with all the money 
we could muster, and immediately he turned his wiry little 
steppe pony about and galloped off. We watched the cloud 
of dust churned up by the pony’s hooves rapidly disappear in 



the distance. And then seven prisoners trembled for the safety 
of their guard. Supposing a control did come? Anxiously we 
kept a look out in both directions, and as the time passed 
we became more and more nervous and anxious. Supposing 
we had got our friend into trouble? Supposing he had been 
caught by someone in Shank? The suspense was dreadful, 
but finally, ta our great relief, we saw the cloud of dust on 
the horizon coming nearer and nearer, until up galloped our 
gallant Kazak, our bags dangling from his horse’s neck full of 
bread and sugar. 

Whilst we were in Leninskoie we received no soap for two 
months. We were entitled to one small piece a month. It 
was about the size of a matchbox and rather soft, which meant 
that it didn’t last very long. This time we had either been 
forgotten or someone had stolen our soap. The dirt was deeply 
engnmed in our skins and the powdered sheep-dung filled 
all our pores and got into our nostrils and mouths. On the 
wall was a poster issued by the Commissariat of Health. 
It read: * ^Danger! To avoid infection with the deadly brzlose^ 
it is forbidden to smoke or eat during working hours. Hands 
must be thoroughly washed before meals.” 

One day the cashier, himself a political prisoner, came over 
to our sub-point to pay out the wages. I knew that wages 
were paid out months in arrears and therefore expected 
nothing. But to my surprise my name was called out and I 
received the sum of 25 roubles for udarnik work performed 
before I was sent to the punishment compound. Twenty-five 
roubles is not much, but it’s a lot in a prison camp. 

At about this time a new gang came out to us, including 
a number of newcomers to the camp. One of them was a 
woman named Olga. Originally German, the family had 
emigrated to Russia about a century and a half ago. One of 
her great-great-grandfathers had been bandmaster to one or 
other of the Czars. The family had remained steadfastly 
German — ^in fact, as often happens, they had become more 
German if anything. Not only did Olga look German, but she 
was German in all her ways, and a German of the old-fashioned 
sort. She was tall and very blonde, with a fair complexion 
which would not stand the sun, and she wore her hair in a 
bun at the back like our mothers had done in their young 
days. But Olga was only thirty. By chance, I saw the contents 
of her sack. There was old-fashioned underwear with lace 
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and embroidery just as though it had come out of Grand- 
mother’s drawer. 

She was a pianist and quite well known on the concert 
platform. Her husband, also a musician, had been arrested 
in the usual way; no one knew why, and shortly afterwards 
she had been arrested too. The charge was: “Espionage on 
behalf of a foreign Power” — unnamed. As a young woman she 
had studied abroad and she had still written to her old friends 
there. That was quite enough. She had been sentenced to 
five years’ forced labour with pod konvoL 

She had never done any manual work or taken part in any 
kind of sport. Now she had to work terribly hard. In a blouse 
which had once been white, with bare legs, and her hair 
hanging down, she ran backwards and forwards with a pail 
full of grain. It was her job to keep the funnel of the cleansing 
machine filled. The pail was too heavy for her weak muscles. 
With an effort, she would hoist it up to the funnel and half 
the grain would be spilled on the floor. She could not work 
fast enough, and from all sides she was driven on with shouts 
oi^^Davai! DavaiP^ So that was how the intelligentsia worked? 
It was about time they learnt to work properly. 

After a few hours, Olga’s face was as red as a turkey cock’s 
from the sun. They changed her job and put her to turning 
the handle of the machine. She managed it for a while, but 
then she was exhausted and begged to be relieved. Unfor- 
tunately, she was just the perfect target for the brutality and 
callousness of both overseers and fellow prisoners. It was not 
long before she was in a terrible state from the scorching sun. 
Her arms and legs were inflamed and swollen and she could 
hardly stand up. In this state she begged the “brigadier” of our 
gang to excuse her from work for the day and let her lie down 
in our hut. Immediately there was a vicious chorus from her 
fellow prisoners: “Yes; that would just suit you: get off work 
for a little sunburn. What about us? She’s just lazy. We had 
to work hard all our lives whilst she was taking it easy.” 
I turned to one of the most malicious of the harpies. 

“Is that the way you treat musicians in the Soviet Union?” 
I asked. “How much easier it is to do manual work than play 
the piano. There are millions who can serve a grain machine; 
how many can play the piano as she can?” 

But it didn’t help Olga much. And she really was very 
clumsy and slow* It irritated them, and made them lose their 
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tempers. In the evenings when we plodded home as black as 
coal-carners there was a big basin full of water for us to 
wash in. That is to say, the basin was there, but the water 
was gone. The oxen almost invariably drank it dry long before 
we got back from the fields, which we were allowed to leave 
only when the sun had already begun to sink below the 
horizon. Then we would go stealthily to a half-empty well 
which we were forbidden to use and lower our katyloks into 
it on the end of a piece of string, keeping an anxious look-out 
in all directions for fear the guards discovered us. And who 
was almost invariably caught? Olga. And then there was a 
storm of curses and things were made more difficult for the 
rest of us. 

Hardly had we managed to get the worst of the dirt off our 
faces and hands when we had to rush for our food for fear of 
missing our share of the thin soup. And when we had eaten 
it was time to turn in. The twilight period was very short in 
Karaganda after the sun had once set. Because of the heat, 
and because the bed-bugs had grown simply intolerable, we 
got permission to sleep outside the hut. One or two tough 
ones who were so hardened to bed-bug bites that they didn’t 
care any more still slept inside, but most of us were anxious 
to get out. In that hot weather they simply swarmed. When we 
went in in the evening to get our bundles they would drop 
on to us off the ceiling, whilst others ran up and down the 
walls like a disturbed colony of ants. 

We slept on the bare ground with our heads to the wall 
of the hut all in a line, and about five or six yards in front of 
us a soldier sat on a stool with his rifle over his knees to see 
that no one made an attempt to escape. Olga was always late 
and she usually arrived after everyone else had settled down. 
That was bad enough, but then she would begin to talk to me 
about the stars: ‘‘Look, Crete. There’s Venus” or whatever 
star it was. And at her voice, particularly as she spoke in 
German, there was a combined roar of abuse from guard and 
fellow prisoners who wanted to sleep. She never seemed 
capable of conducting herself so that she did not provoke 
these storms of abuse. 

If in the night any of us felt a pressing urge we had to go 
up to the guard and ask his permission. he would 

say and swivel round to watch you as you went out a little 
way into the steppes to squat and attend to your business. 
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One night I woke up and wanted to go through this perform- 
ance, but the stool was empty. No soldier. I looked around. 
No sign of him. What was I to do? If I went out without 
permission and he happened to be anywhere near and saw 
me going he might shoot. And then towards the end of the 
row I heard a certain noise. The guard was in the arms of 
one of his prisoners. I went up to him with determination 
and asked the routine question. I got a curse in return which 
I translated as permission and retired. 

At that time we were working behind the combine, loading 
sacks of grain on to wagons. The newcomers still had their 
things with them, including coats. In the morning when we 
went out into the fields it was very cold and so they went out 
in their coats, but before long it grew warm and then hot, 
and so they would take off their coats and put them down at 
the side of the field. This worked all right for a while, but 
then one day when they went to fetch their things everything 
had gone. It is a very serious matter to lose a coat in the 
camp; apart from the coat itself, it means that you have 
lost your covering for the night, for, as I have already said, 
no blankets were issued. There was a tremendous weeping 
and wailing and wondering who could possibly be the thieves. 
We older hands knew perfectly well who had stolen them. 
The natchalnik was a crinunal, a notorious Moscow bandit 
named Ivan Petrovitch. His assistant, Sosnin, was also a 
criminal. He was a former lawyer who had already served 
eight years of a ten-year sentence for murdering his wife. 
Hand in glove with these two were two girls who were their 
‘‘camp wives,” and also an old gipsy woman who was supposed 
to watch over the things. 

It was a depressed gang that went home that night. We 
washed, drank our soup and got down to our night’s rest 
before the hut. The soldier sat on his stool with his rifle over 
his knees. The dusk deepened into night and we were about 
to go off when who should come up with a very unsteady gait 
but Ivan Petrovitch himself. Apparently he had been cele- 
brating his successful coup. He rolled towards the door of our 
hut. He was after a young Ukrainian peasant girl named 
Djura who was in our gang. She was one of the tough ones 
and she still slept inside in defiance of all the bugs. It was, 
of course, strictly forbidden for a male prisoner to go into the 
women’s hut, though it did happen, but not right under the 
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nose of the guard. The latter leapt up and shouted, 

Ivan was much too drunk to care and he merely cursed at 
the guard who then seized him by the arm, tearing his shirt. 
This threw Ivan into a terrible rage and he turned threateningly 
on the soldier, calling him all the foul names he could lay his 
tongue to. Up to then the soldier had merely brandished his 
rifle, now he l^gan to fire in the air. Within a minute, guards 
began to rush up from all sides and Ivan was surrounded, 
overpowered and dragged off to a cell. We all knew he had 
paid for the vodka he was drunk on by selling the clothes he 
had stolen. The next morning he was taken away on a lorry. 

Not much harm seems to have come to him, for later on 
when I was back in the camp and working in the kitchen 
garden who should I see but Ivan amongst the men and 
Djura amongst the women. This time I had a highly responsible 
task: picking the tomatoes. I take it they assumed that I 
would steal fewer than the others, which was probably true, 
though at first I ate so many that my belly began to swell. 
After a while tomatoes meant very little to me. The other 
prisoners were pulling onions and a guard marched up and 
down between them and the tomato field. Like the other 
fields, the tomato field was lined with water gullies and all 
around ran a deeper trench. I had just collected a basketful 
and was near the trench when whose head should pop up 
but Ivan’s. He made vigorous signs to me to bring him some 
tomatoes, Ivan was a dangerous enemy for anyone to have 
and I thought I’d better oblige him. I took him the tomatoes 
and he put them in a sack he had brought with him and 
disappeared the way he had come. Soon after that I saw him 
and Djura sitting in the shade of a tree eating the tomatoes. 
The soldier, who was still marching up and down, saw 
nothing. 

Whilst I was still at Leninskoie we had two nuns working 
in our gang. They were women between thirty and forty 
serving terms for ‘‘counter-revolutionary agitation.” They 
always wore a cord around their clothing which still gave 
them a nunlike appearance. Once out in the steppe during 
the midday pause the two sat on some bags of grain and sang 
softly. I went nearer to listen to them. They were singing 
Church hymns and singing very beautifully. When they saw 
that their singing pleased me they became friendly. Up to 
then they had been very reserved towards everyone. They 
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asked me whether the Germans had such hymns and I sang 
them a lovely old Manenlied I knew. 

One day there was meat in our soup and the food was 
altogether much better. That was because the men on the 
combine were working in our section and had to be fed with 
us. One of the nuns came to me a little hesitantly and told me 
that it was a fast day for them: would I like their meat. 
Would I? It was a long, long time since I had eaten so much 
meat. But what strength of character was necessary to refuse 
such a rarity as meat! 

I was the only one of the prisoners they ever had anything 
to do with, and they lived in complete isolation from all the 
others. They accepted their fate with humility and resignation, 
and they never complained or asked for anything. When our 
column went back to Birma, there was no sleeping place for 
them in the hut and so they slept on the floor in the dirt 
without a word of complaint. 

Lydia, one of the prisoners in our column, was a cretin. 
She was the butt of them all — guards, overseers and fellow 
prisoners. All the clothing she had was an old cotton dress, 
and that was torn in many places. Underneath she had nothing 
on at all. She had no front teeth, although she was still quite 
young She seemed not unhappy and she would tell us with a 
toothless grin of her conquests with men. All she had done 
to land herself with us was to leave her locality without 
permission. Many of the Asocial elements were with us for the 
same offence. The men pulled her leg mercilessly: ''Lydia, 
where have you left your beautiful teeth? When you get them 
back, we’ll hop into bed together.” But Lydia didn’t mind. 
To show how strong and vigorous she was she would turn 
the handle of the cleansing machine for hours whilst the 
sweat poured off her forehead and the tip of her nose and she 
forgot to contain her water. She was always hungry and 
would beg constantly for bread just as a little child might beg. 
It was pitiful and depressing. 

Whilst I was still in the office of the repair workshop, the 
camp feeding regulations had fallen into my hands. There it 
was in black and white, all the food we were supposed to get, 
including, I remember distinctly, three grammes of fat a day. 
It was laughable. Whether it all went into the kitchens, I 
don’t know, but we didn’t get it. It was stolen somewhere on 
the way. And what food was cooked we got only after the 
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friends and favourites of the cooks had been at it. What 
constant squabbling and fighting there was over the distribu- 
tion of food! Prisoners would fly at each other’s throats over 
it. In one section a political prisoner had the job of ladling 
out the soup. On one occasion a criminal declared that he 
had been given less than the others and demanded some more. 
The Political knew perfectly well that the distribution had 
been fair; no one had got much, and he refused to comply. 
The next day he was found dead with his throat cut. The 
murderer was arrested and as a punishment he received an 
additional three years on his sentence. 

One day was a happy day for me. My name was called 
and I was handed a small packet. It was from Tasso Salpeter, 
who had also been sent to Birma and had found out that I 
was there too. It contained sugar. 

Soon after that I was sent out again with a gang m the 
zxitx-brzlose campaign. With a woman named Alexandra, 
who had kept a fashion shop in Moscow, and a criminal from 
Warsaw, I had to load the ox-carts with the dried sheep-dung. 
Alexandra had been plump and much given to laughter, 
but now she was like a scarecrow; her beautiful white teeth 
were beginning to decay and her black hair was going grey. 
She had been arrested in 1935 and had not known freedom 
since then. At first she had worked for others in Moscow, but 
then, as she was good at her job, she had made herself indepen- 
dent, Through someone’s good offices, she obtained the custom 
of the ladies of the Japanese Embassy. It was her undoing, 
for she had to go to the Embassy from time to time for fittings. 
Before long she was arrested by the G.P.U. Her innocence 
must have been very obvious, but, even so, she was lucky, 
for instead of being sentenced to camp, she was sentenced to 
so-called ^Tree banishment.” She was given the name of a 
little town on the edge of the Kasakstan steppe where she was 
to spend her exile, and off she went. She was married, but she 
did not expect her husband to accompany her. She found 
that a number of other ^Yree” exiles like herself were already 
living there. Most of them were almost starving because the 
only job available was that of water-carrier. The wells were 
widely separated and often outside the villages, and water- 
carrying was a normal occupation. 

But Alexandra was ingenious. Before long she had built 
herself up a very good business amonpt the wives of the Kasak 
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ofEcials Through Alexandra, they got a chance of wearing 
European hats and clothing for the first time in their lives. 
Up to then they had gone about in Mohammedan garb. 
She was a tremendous success and she even turned her atten- 
tion to the male world and designed a sort of uniform hat 
which became all the rage. Before long she had plenty of 
money and, what was more important, food. She told me that 
she had never lived so well in her life as she had lived in that 
little town on the edge of the steppes. She begged and pleaded 
with her husband to come and visit her at least, but he couldn’t 
pluck up courage enough, and finally she gave up writing. 
Her banishment was for three years and she had already been 
away from Moscow for two and a half when one night in 
the winter of 1938-9 all the “free exiles” were arrested and 
taken in sleds to the nearest G.P.U. post. 

She still had to laugh when she told me about her examina- 
tion. She was dressed in everything she had, one garment on 
top of the other, and she looked like a ball. She had to sit on 
a stool much too tall for her and there she sat sweating with 
heat and fright. The official read the indictment. She was 
alleged to have planned an armed insurrection against the 
Soviet power with the other exiles in the town. “What, me?” 
she exclaimed, “Armed insurrection? Look at me!” And even 
the official had to laugh. But it had not ended humorously; 
she was sentenced to eight years’ forced labour, and here she 
was in Birma. She was always hungry. It seemed to hit her 
harder than others. One day she stayed behind in the stall 
whilst we went out to load the ox-cart. After a while I wondered 
what had happened to her and why she didn’t come out to 
help us. When I went back into the stall I was only just in 
time to save her. She had hanged herself from a beam. 

In our section there was a little donkey. One day it began 
to bray excitedly, and the old hands all shouted: “The layok^s 
coming.” The Iqyok was a small cart drawn by a donkey 
which was the mother of our little donkey — hence his joy — 
and it brought canteen goods for the men working on the 
tractors and combines. We were not supposed to be allowed 
to buy anything, but if you had money they closed one eye 
to the regulations, and I had some of my 25 roubles left. 
I bought two pounds of bonbons and a whole loaf of black 
bread. Then we stood there covered from head to foot with 
dust from the sheep-dimg, probably heavily infected with 
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brzlose^ ate the bread between us and sucked the bonbons 
and for a while forgot our misery — even Alexandra laughed 
again as she had used to laugh. 

From Alexandra we learnt more about the so-called ‘Tree 
exiles.” The others did not strike it as lucky as she did. They 
were all men and women whose innocence of the charges 
against them was crystal clear even to the examining judges, 
but the authorities needed people to colonize Siberia, and so 
off they had to go. Apart from security measures against 
socially unreliable elements, or elements which are supposed 
to be socially unreliable, the G.P.U. is a great slave trust. 
Wherever labour is needed, the G.P.U. sends its prisoners. 
They fell timber in Central Siberia and Carelia, work in the 
heavy industries in the Urals, cultivate the steppes of Kasak- 
stan, mine gold in Kolyma in the Arctic Circle, build towns 
in the far east of Siberia, and so on. Clearly, under such 
circumstances the G.P.U. is not sparing in its arrests. Many 
of these ‘Tree exiles” would voluntarily report to the G.P.U. 
after a while and ask to be arrested, for the alternative was 
starvation. Such “free exiles” were often little more than 
vagabonds, sleeping under bridges and begging their bread 
and with no possibility of getting work. Small wonder that 
any change seemed preferable, and those sentenced to a 
concentration camp had at least some sort of a roof over 
their heads and their daily balanda and bread. 

There was a gipsy girl with us in the punishment compound. 
Perhaps she was sixteen, but she was already a woman, and 
very pretty. She never bothered to work. If you were pretty 
enough and not overburdened with moral scruples, there was 
no need to work. She was with us because she had made an 
attempt to escape from the prison in which she had been 
serving a sentence for horse-stealing. Her father was a horse- 
thief and his father before him. And she “loved horses” more 
than anything else. She showed us a scar on her neck where 
she had been bitten by a stallion she had broken in as quite 
a young girl. For her the most beautiful thing in the world 
was the free life in the tabor^ or gipsy camp, and when she 
talked about it there was an expression on her face as though 
she were talking of her lover. One of the soldiers was very 
much interested in her, and 1 overheard a conversation between 
them: 

“Have you ever been to school, Zena?” 



"'‘No/’ she replied with great contempt. ‘'^What should I 
want to go to school for?” 

^‘Why, to learn something, of course; become a cultivated 
person.” 

^‘Go to the devil.” Though that is not really what she 
said. ‘T know all I want to know already.” 

“I don’t suppose you even know what Socialism is.” 

“Don’t I! And I don’t like it. You can go and your 

mother with your Socialism. I’m a free gipsy.” 

To our surprise, this pretty gipsy fled one night with one of 
the Politicals, a fat, blond, equable cook from Leningrad. 
A more unmatched pair it would have been difficult to 
imagine. We were working long hours at the time cleansing 
the grain, and it was already dark when the gangs came in 
from work. Between the time we arrived and the roll-call 
the two disappeared. It was useless to attempt to go after 
them in the darkness, but we expected they would be caught 
the next day, but they weren’t, and a week later they were 
still at liberty. 

I talked to the old one-eyed gipsy woman who was supposed 
to look after our things at the tog. Her face lit up. 

“Ah, Zena!” she exclaimed. “There’s a clever child for you. 
She’s got an idea there’s a tabor somewhere in the neighbour- 
hood. If she can get to that, she’s safe. If only I were young 
again and had two eyes and my looks!” 

The old woman was a thief, like they all were, but she was 
good-hearted. She offered me a special kind of tea she prepared 
from herbs. It didn’t look very appetising in the dirty old tin 
can she offered it to me in, but I couldn’t wound her feelings 
by refusing her hospitality. I returned it by giving her a 
pipeful of tobacco. After that we were always good friends 
and I never lost anything. 

It was no easy matter to escape from Karaganda. The best 
time of the year was during the harvest. We were ail out in 
the fields and the supervision was not so strict. Those who 
made an attempt at escape always did so at night. During the 
day, when mounted guards patrolled the countryside, they 
would hide in the sheaves until darkness fell again. Their 
aim was to get beyond the mountains, about four days’ 
journey away, and to reach the town of Karaganda. Their 
difficulties were by no means over then, of course, because 
the railway was dosely watched, However^ whilst I was in 
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Karaganda five prisoners did succeed in escaping. Apart 
from Zena and her friend, there were two criminals and another 
woman. Somehow they had got hold of horses, and that 
had given them a very good start the first night. One of our 
Ukrainian peasant women made the attempt, for she was 
consumed with home-sickness, but they caught her and she 
was sentencecfto a further two years’ concentration camp and 
put into the punishment compound. 

Sundays were not days of rest for us, and the only days 
on which we did not have to work were during the May Day 
and November celebrations — unless Nature was kind to us 
and sent a sandstorm in the summer or heavy snow in the 
winter. 

There is a growth in the steppes called karagandik. It is 
prickly and round, about the size of a football. Gangs of 
prisoners would go out into the steppes to cut it down and 
clear the ground for the animals, which otherwise pricked 
their snouts on the stuff. The karagandik would be piled 
into great heaps to be used as fuel. When this dried karagandik 
began to move, that was the first sign that a sandstorm was 
on the way. A sandstorm in the steppes is something quite 
fantastic. Gradually the kaiagandik would come into motion, 
rolling slowly here and there like hedgehogs undecided which 
way to go. Then as the wind freshened they would begin to 
roll with increasing speed, blowing first here and then there 
like hundreds of hedgehogs gone mad. They would blow 
together in heaps, split apart, rise in the air, swoop down to 
the ground again, twist and turn in a whirlwind, whilst above 
the sky grew the colour of sulphur, the horizon disappeared 
and everywhere the cattle, sheep and horses bolted for some 
sort of cover. Then the sand would come and the sky would 
be blotted out altogether It was a terrifying sight. The wind 
roared and howled, the sand rained down and was swept up 
again, lashing furiously against the sides of the huts, changing 
colour, sometimes light, sometimes dark. But we were happy. 
We sat in the huts and sand was everywhere, but we didn’t 
mind. We had no work to do. ^‘That’s from Mongolia,” said 
the experts. 

When I think of the miserable and depressing time I spent 
in Leninskoie, I always remember a decorative arch of timber 
which stood there. It was just an arch; it led nowhere, and 
there was nothing else around it. It stood out in the steppes 



and gradually became weather-beaten and dilapidated. On 
its cross-beam was written the inscription: ‘‘Long live the 
November Revolution of the Workers and Peasants!” 

One evening when we came in tired and aching from our 
work we found an ox-wagon already waiting, and amidst 
loud shouts of '"Davai! DavaW^ we were ordered to get our 
bundles together and load them into the cart. And then, 
dirty, tired and hungry, we were lined up and sent off into 
the night behind the cart. The journey took many hours, and 
a number of the women just collapsed and had to be loaded 
on to the cart with the bundles. When the first light of dawn 
came we could see that we were much nearer the mountains. 
At last we reached our journey’s end and were herded into a 
hut on the old familiar lines We threw ourselves down into 
the straw and fell into an exhausted sleep. This was El Marje, 
another sub-station of the Karaganda camp. 

El Marje lay bedded between hills, the foothills of the 
Urals. The mountains shut in the view in a semicircle and 
only behind us was there a clear view out over the steppes. 
It was autumn — a sunny Siberian autumn. The wild rose 
bushes growing up the sides of the hills were a mass of deep 
red, and a blue September sky formed a dome over the 
beautiful little valley in which El Marje was situated. But 
there was no peace for us in this lovely spot. There was an 
epidemic of brzlose in El Marje and our gang of twenty women 
was sent to combat it. Conditions were bad in El Marje. 
Our natchalnik was a born slave-driver, and he bullied and 
tormented us to get the very last ounce out of our labours. 
He was a free man, but they said he had been a prisoner. He 
was never satisfied with our work: either we had not loaded 
up the carts full enough, or we had not dug deep enough 
into the stony clay soil in and around the pens. Probably, as 
a former prisoner, he was particularly anxious to show himself 
to the authorities as a reformed character, and to get the 
utmost out of those under him. How we suffered from his 
zeal! And the natchalnik as usual set the key for all the others 
under him. The guards and the overseers bullied and shouted 
just as he did. ^^Davai! DamiP^ The shouting went on all day 
long until when mght came we were crushed and beaten. 

Bathed in sweat, aching in every limb and covered with 
dust, we crawled into our hut after simdown. In this hut there 
were not even nam. We slept on the clay floor on a sprinkling 
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of dirty straw just where we collapsed. None of us had the 
strength to wash. That means something for women, and 
particularly for Politicals, as most of us were. And we were 
hungrier than ever because the food was the worst we had 
yet encountered. I was working together with Alexandra, a 
poet named Tamara and little Tania, who sang such beautiful 
Russian folk s®ngs — or had sung them One morning Tamara 
and I had high fever. There was no such thing as a thermo- 
meter in El Marje; the natchalnik judged for himself who was 
sick and who was not. In both our cases it was too obvious, 
and he unwillingly decided that we really were ill. Tamara 
and I lay together in the hut feeling almost at death’s door, 
but smiling. At least we were spared the brutal slavery of 
work in El Marje for a while. We were so happy that even the 
thought of the deadly brzlose did not frighten us. And in any 
case, what was death when life meant El Marje? 

Tamara was only twenty-one; a dark-eyed beauty with 
delicate features and fine limbs. She was the daughter of a 
doctor and she had been studying medicine at his wish, but 
her heart was in literature and in particular in poetry. There 
was a literary circle at her university and she was one of its 
leading lights. At the meetings of the circle the students 
discussed literary problems and read aloud from their own 
works. It was quite a happy life, but one day Tamara read 
a poem she had written entitled ‘^Hymn to Freedom.” Shortly 
afterwards she was arrested by the G.P.U. and charged with 
“Preparation for terrorism.” For what tyrant other than Stalin 
could she possibly have been attacking? Her sentence was 
eight years in Karaganda, with pod konvoi as an aggravation. 

Tamara was one of those who had lost her coat in Leninskoie, 
and so she had nothing to cover herself with at night. By this 
time she was so weak and exhausted that she had even given 
up delousing herself. I just have no words to describe that 
state of exhaustion. The fact must stand for itself. She must 
have been beautiful, but now she was as thin as a rake and all 
her bones jutted out of her skin. “The worst thing is that they 
arrested my father as well, and now Mother’s all alone,” she 
said to me one day, and there were tears in her eyes. 

Three days our rest lasted, and then the natchalnik decided 
we were well enough to work. The gang needed a water- 
carrier. “Who can deal with oxen?” he demanded. “I can,” 
I said at once. No animal could be as bad as these human 



beings, and the oxen were patient, gentle-looking creatures. 
So, armed with halters, I went out into the steppe to catch 
a couple of oxen for the water-cart. There were two wells, 
one in our valley and another in a side valley. Water had to 
be drawn from them and carted to the pens where, “the 
campaign agamst brzlose'' being ended, the women were 
engaged repairing walls and roofs. For this they, needed water 
to mix the clay mass with which they worked. 

Ten oxen were peacefully chewing the cud some distance 
out in the steppe. With my halters in my hand, I made my 
way towards them a httle nervously. I had never had anything 
to do with animals in my life, apart from the domestic cat, 
but I thought It would be all right. Gradually I came nearer 
and nearer, but just when I was close up they lumbered off. 
They knew perfectly well what I wanted and they were not 
going to be caught if they could help it. The slow hunt went 
on and on. Every time I got near them they would trot off 
again. I was beginning to get very depressed. Being a water- 
carrier appealed to me. It meant that I should be more or 
less emancipated from the constant slave-driving of the 
natchalnik and his servile underlings. I began to fear that he 
would realize that I had lied to him, and I grew desperate, 
but the more I tried to catch them the more easily they 
evaded me. Then I tried cunning. 

I stretched myself out on the ground and pretended to have 
no further interest in the oxen. When they saw this they lost 
interest in me too and dropped down to rest I gave them a 
little while to gain confidence, and then I cautiously crawled 
round behind them and approached a black-and-white 
beast from behind. I got nearer and nearer to the unsuspect- 
ing ox, and then I sprang to my feet and darted at him with 
the halter ready. He lumbered to his feet, but too late. 
I was quicker than he was and the halter was already over 
his horns and round his neck. My heart was in my mouth. 
The halter was round his neck and I held the other end. 
But what now? If he proved fractious, he could drag me 
away instead of my lea^g him. But fortunately, at the feel 
of the halter, he submitted to his fate meekly and trotted 
after me as I pulled him away. 

But now there was another problem: how was I to catch 
another one without losing him? There was no tree or bush 
to which I could tie him in the meantime. But then, wonder 
xi6 



of wonders, the problem solved itself. A brown ox left the 
others, who had got to their feet and trotted off, and followed 
my ox. I learned afterwards that I had caught Vassya, and 
where Vassya went Mishka, that was the brown one, always 
followed, for they were used to pulling together in the same 
yoke. I easily fitted the second halter round Mishka’s neck and 
led them both back in triumph Then I had to yoke them 
to the water-cart. It was a primitive Kasak yoke and no easy 
matter for me. It was like trying to fill a pail full of holes. 
As soon as I got one ox in and turned to the other, the first 
one broke loose and sat down again Fortunately, the natchalnik 
was not in sight to observe my inexperienced efforts A Kasak 
yoke is a thoughtless piece of cruelty to animals. If one beast 
sits down he drags down the head of the other by sheer weight. 
And what a state the poor beasts were in! Ill-treated and 
neglected. Anyone who felt like beating them beat them to his 
heart’s content Their backs were bruised and cut with blows. 
The old blows were scars, the new ones were marked with 
crusted blood, and their poor muzzles were torn and bruised. 
Even in my own misery, the sight of the poor, patient, ill- 
treated beasts brought a lump to my throat. And how unneces- 
sary all that thoughtless cruelty was’ I never had to beat 
them. With Vassya and Mishka I spent the best time I had 
ever spent in Karaganda. When I urged them forward they 
went; when I cried out they turned to the right, and 

when I shouted they turned to the left. That was 

oxen language in Russia and I was the best ox-driver the poor 
beasts had ever known. 

After a while the nearer well became exhausted and I had 
to journey with them to the other well in the next valley. 
How lovely that was! The guards could not see into that valley 
and once there I was completely alone with Vassya and Mishka. 
As soon as we were out of sight of the armed guard perched 
on one of the roofs, I would shout ^^StoiP^ Immediately Mishka 
would go down, to be followed by Vassya, and then we were 
alone and unwatched. On both sides the slopes of the hills 
were covered with undergrowth and here and there were 
patches of glowing red hawthorn berries. I would scramble 
over the rocks and fill my bag with berries, for they were 
good to eat, but then I would have to hurry on again, for the 
natchalnik was supervising the repair work and woe betide me 
^ there was any shortage of water. The biggest job was to 
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get my two friends to get up once they had got down. They 
were only camp oxen, after all, and to persuade them to get 
up and go on with their work without beating them was a 
difficult problem. Beating was to them the only sign that they 
were expected to get on with the job until I came. However, 
with much shouting, lUgging and a few slaps over their rumps 
I managed it, and then we would lumber on, plouds of birds 
with green, iridescent plumage rising up from the ground 
before us as we went. At the well I had to fill up the barrel 
with a pail. It was hard work, but infinitely preferable to 
labouring under the constant lash of the natchalmk’s tongue. 
And when it was filled up back we went to the pens. And so 
it went on all day long, with shouts of “Zobt-zop!" till sundown 
and rest for me and the oxen. 

In the evening I would release Vassya and Mishka from their 
heavy yoke, patting them, stroking their muzzles and whisper- 
ing friendly words into their great ears. Then off they would 
trot out into the steppes, free at least for the night. In the 
mornings I never again had any difficulty with them. All I 
had to do was to go out and call and they would both come 
trotting up, to the vast astonishment of any Russian who 
happened to be a witness. 

On one occasion — ^it was a great event because of its 
infrequency — the Iqyok came to El Maq'e. All it had was 
herrings and noodles. We decided to buy noodles. They were 
cheaper than herrings. But then the problem of cooking them 
arose. We hadn’t thought of that. And then I remembered 
having heard that sheep’s dung was excellent fuel. With my 
experience from many week-ends out in the country with the 
German youth movement, I built a fire behind the huts near 
the latnnes — ^which was the only place our unpleasant 
mtchalnik would let us build a fire — and there we cooked 
the noodles in a tin can. In our anticipation we forgot our 
tiredness, and when the noodles were ready and the water 
poured away we sat down right there well within whiff of 
the latrines and ate our fill. I don’t think I ever ate noodles 
that tasted better than they did. We were all in high spirits, 
laughing and chattering. And when the guard came along to 
herd us back into the stinking hut, we begged him again and 
again for “just a few minutes more,” and under the influence 
of our good spirits he left us there until a great yellow moon 
rose gradually over the mountains. 
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^^Grete/’ whispered Tamara, “one of the scenes in the play 
I’m going to write when I get out of Karaganda is going to 
be in El Marje,” 

One midday we were called away from our work to a 
waiting lorry. That meant a long journey and, unfortunately, 
parting from Vassya and Mishka. Our women’s gang was 
sent out to some brick kilns. After the beautiful neighbourhood 
of El Marje, found it bare and depressing around the 
brick kilns — nothing but dust, yellow steppe land scorched up 
by the sun, with hardly a blade of grass anywhere. In a hollow 
the clay was dug out and packed into moulds. I said brick 
kilns, but in reality there were no kilns; the clay forms were 
just laid out in the sun to bake hard. 

I worked together with a young Kasak Mohammedan. It 
was our job to turn the bricks over. They were laid out in 
the sun in long rows, and we went along turning them over 
one by one. After an hour or two our hands were grazed and 
bleeding. The bricks were twice as big as the ones in use in 
Western Europe and as they dried the edges were sharp and 
jagged. Our good fortune was that the guard and the overseer 
had a wide area to control and they could not be everywhere 
at once. When they were away we had a chance of sitting 
down and taking a rest. My fellow prisoner was a practising 
Mohammedan. Round her neck on a chain she wore a medal- 
lion with a crescent and a star engraved on it. It was some 
sort of religious emblem which she valued highly. She had 
thick, shining black hair which she wore in two tightly plaited 
tails over her shoulders. She lived stnctly in accordance with 
her tribal customs and she suffered much mockery on that 
account from the other prisoners. When she went to the 
latrines she always took a tin-can with water in order to 
make her ablutions. A Mohammedan woman is not supposed 
to go abroad without long trousers, which she was unable to 
obtain, so she solved the problem by attaching her worn 
stockings to a short pair of knickers. Comic? But it was not 
comic to look into her broad, serene Mongolian face with the 
friendly, brown, slit eyes and the smiling lips. 

“You are an educated person,” she said to me one day. 
“Perhaps you can tell me whether I shall ever be free again.” 

“What are you here for in the first place?” I asked. 

She hesitated and seemed embarrassed. 

“Unless I know that at least, I can’t even guess,” I said. 





''I am absolutely innocent,’’ she said finally, and she added 
a religious formula which I did not understand. ‘‘But my 
husband killed a member of the soviet m our village. And then 
all our family was arrested. They said we all had something 
to do with it. Of course, we didn’t. And in any case, it wasn’t 
planned at all; just done suddenly. I was at home all the time 
with my children.” 

Her pleading brown eyes were directed at me. “You’re a 
grammatny sheloviek [a literate person]. Surely you can help 
me. Tell me what I must do to get back to my children 
again.” 

What could I do? What could I say? I had to take refuge 
in vague hopefulness. “I’m sure your case will be reopened. 
Have you got anyone outside who could take the matter up 
for you?” 

“No. Not a soul. Everyone in our village was arrested at 
the same time.” 

The situation was obviously hopeless. There was nothing 
she could do and nothing I could do. 

One day we saw a cloud of dust approaching. The Kasak 
girl grew very excited. “They’re my people,” she said. “My 
people.” 

They were two herdsmen on horseback, and they dis- 
mounted some distance away and began to make themselves 
a fire to prepare their food. The herdsmen were also prisoners, 
but the nature of their work left them in relative freedom, as 
the herds wandered foi many miles seeking good grazing 
grounds. These men were given quantities of food to last them 
for a long period. And, as everyone knew, they were much 
better oflF for food than anyone else. Clearly, from time to 
time a sheep would meet with an accident, a fatal accident, 
and then they had shashlik. 

“Go over to them,” I said. “They’ll have food, probably 
meat. They’ll give you some.” 

But she was scandalized at the suggestion. “Never,” she 
replied indignantly. “A Mohammedan woman can’t approach 
men. It isn’t right,” 

“Why not forget about that here,” I said. “You’re in a 
concentration camp. Things are very different. Different times, 
different manners.” 

But she was not to be persuaded. As we worked, I noticed 
her eyes constantly turning in the direction of the two herdsmen, 
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who were now squatting down eating their food. Then when 
the guard was not in the neighbourhood she began to sing, a 
strange little melody of unresolved accords Her religion would 
not allow her to approach the men, but she knew how to 
get what she wanted. The two herdsmen heard her singing 
and looked up. Then they began to answer with the same 
sort of melody^ This strange, melodious communication went 
on for a while and then one of the men rose and came over 
to us. He stopped a few yards away, bowed ceremoniously 
and began to talk to the woman. They talked in their own tongue, 
of which, of course, I did not understand a word. Then he 
invited us with a sweep of his hand to come to their fire and 
eat. We both went and there was a porridge of millet prepared 
with pieces of mutton. For us it was a rare delicacy and we 
ate it hungrily Only the fear that the guard would come up 
and spoil it all made me nervous. 

I did not stay long in the brick works. One evening when 
I came in from the day’s work the natchalnik called out: 
‘^Grete Genrichovna Buber-Neumann. Get ready at once. 
With things.” Wondering what was going to happen now, 
I got my things and came back. A lorry was waiting for me. 
It had been sent specially from Birma to take me back. There 
was great excitement amongst my fellow prisoners at this to 
them most significant circumstance. ^‘Transport alone!” they 
cried. ‘‘That can only mean one thing: release.” And they 
embraced and kissed me delightedly. “Don’t forget us when 
you’re free, Grete. Do what you can for us.” 

^^Davai! DavatP^ shouted the natchalnik. “What’s all this 
nonsense. Get out of it, all of you. Into the lorry you.” 

I climbed into the lorry and it started up. I waved and 
kissed my hand to my fellow unfortunates for as long as I 
could see them, and, as in all partings, my heart was heavy. 
Release? Their optimism was kind. I didn’t believe it. I did 
not share it. There could be a dozen and one explanations for 
the strange phenomenon. On the way I hardly wondered 
what was going to happen to me. We neared Birma in the 
darkness and the lights of the hospital were the first I saw. 
The building was lit with oil lamps. At that moment my 
dearest wish was much more modest than freedom; it was to 
be able to sleep just once again in a decent bed free of bugs, 
lice and fleas. The lorry pulled up before the punishment 
compound and I was taken in. No one bothered in the least 
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about my arrival. Still wondering, I went o to see the 
natchalmh 

"It’s no affair of mine,” he said in answer to my question. 
"I don’t know anything about it. Just wait. They’ll call you 
if they want you.” 

They never did call me, and I never learned why I had 
been brought back alone. 

It was the same ex-criminal natchalmk — though why I say 
ex-criminal I don’t know. But all the other faces were strange. 
The women’s hut was full to capacity. I flung my sack down 
on the slippery clay floor in one corner of the place. Most of 
them around were criminal types. For a change, the hut 
was nice and warm, and the stove burnt well. It was easy to 
see that this gang had good connections to the coal dump. 
Opposite me lay a criminal on the naris^ her head reclining 
on two embroidered cushions of exceptional vulgarity. She 
seemed to be the prima donna. Her name, I discovered, was 
Raiza, and her wants were attended to respectfully by a 
number of other criminals. On the stove were stolen potatoes 
boiling in an old can, and the place was full of steam. There 
was a hubbub of chatter, and in one corner a number of 
women were singing in drunken voices. A sack hung in front 
of the door and I was astonished at the nonchalance with 
which male prisoners of the criminal type went in and out. 
Relations with the guards must be very good, I thought. 

At first pleasant, the warmth was beginning to get oppres- 
sive. Most of the women were dressed only in knickers and 
brassieres, and many of them were tattooed. A pigeon carrying 
a letter in its beak dived interminably down between the 
breasts of one, and on the back of another was a male head. 
There were messages, too: "I love Vassya,” and so on; and 
one even insisted: "Mother, I’ll never forget you.” There was 
one woman who never took off her black knickers in public 
even in the wash-room. It was said that the tattooing on her 
belly was so indecent that even she was a httle embarrassed 
by it. The chest of one of the women was criss-crossed with 
scars. "What on earth’s all that?” I asked her. "Kolya did 
that with a razor,” she said proudly. "He loves me so much 
and he’s so jealous.” Hardly a sentence was spoken which did 
not either begin or end with a curse. 

During the night I must have given sustenance to at least 
fifty fleas, not counting bugs and lice. The next morning I 



staggered off to work after having left my things in the keeping 
of an old political nevalnqya I had found. I didn’t want to lose 
the few odds and ends I still possessed. The place was absolutely 
packed and the women slept together almost like sardines in 
a tin, but after a few days I found there was a place free in 
the back room, the one with the sack hanging in front of the 
door. The boaords were so uneven that it was more like a 
switch-back, but it was better than the floor. There was no 
oil lamp in this part and I soon discovered that it was used 
as an abode of love — both day and night. And it was very 
busy during the day, because most of the criminals didn’t 
bother to go to work. Their understanding with the natchalmk 
was too good. Anyone else who missed the gang was sure to 
be flung into the arrest cells at once. 

On one occasion I was working in a gang sorting out frozen 
potatoes. We stood in the potato dump, a gloomy, mouldy 
place, and searched in the icy mess for any potatoes which 
might still be eatable. Next to me a criminal was working. 
Probably she was as tired and disgusted with the work as I 
was, but her reactions were different. She kicked me in the 
ankle irritably. At first I thought it must have been an accident, 
but I couldn’t see how. ‘What’s that for?” I asked in some 
astonishment. Her only reply was to kick me again, and this 
time there was no doubt about the intention. I protested 
angrily and immediately she struck me in the face. Boiling 
with indignation, I went for her and in a moment we were 
engaged in a fierce scuffle. The others pulled us apart. The 
“brigadier” of the gang was a Political. “Grete,” he hissed 
in my ear, “be careful. Don’t get into trouble with the criminals. 
It’s dangerous.” He knew, of course, that I could not have 
started the trouble, and he seized the offender and hustled 
her off. She then flung herself on to the ground and indulged 
in a fit of hysteria, kicking and shrieking. They pulled her to 
her feet still kicking and dragged her up the cellar steps into 
the fresh air. 

I stood there almost in tears with humiliation now that my 
anger had drained out of me, but suddenly another woman 
came up to me, and before I realized her intentions she had 
hit me between the eyes, so that I literally saw stars. My 
blood rose again at this second unprovoked attack and I 
gave her a blow every bit as good as she had given me, and 
in an instant the second fight was on. My unknown enemy 
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shrieked and cursed and threatened to kill me. We were soon 
separated, and the other woman was hustled off in her turn. 
My “brigadier” was very upset. “Why did that have to 
happen?” he said in despair. “That was Tania, the bosom 
friend of Djura, the other one She’s one of the most dangerous 
furies in the camp. If she says she’ll kill you, she will if we’re 
not careful.” 

I was very depressed by the whole disgusting business, but 
he seemed to be attaching more importance to a scuffle than 
it warranted. However, the Politicals decided that I was not 
to go out alone again; if I went to the latrines, I must always 
be accompanied by someone. I consented to this unwillingly 
and I carried it out strictly for a while, but it was a burden, 
and after about a week when nothing had happened and the 
thing seemed to have been forgotten I went out to the latrines 
alone. There was snow on the ground and there was only a 
narrow path to the latrines. When I was still a httle distance 
away a woman came towards me, and I recogmzed Tania. 
I would not show my fear by turning around and going back, 
and as she came close I stepped to one side in the snow to 
let her pass. My legs were trembling and my whole body was 
on the alert for an attack. She stopped. “Have you got a fag?” 
she asked. “No,” I said. She looked at me for a moment. 
“Ohl it’s you, is it? Well, never mind. Forget it. I’ve forgotten 
it.” I was greatly relieved. Deadly enmities can end hke that too. 

One evening all the occupants of the women’s hut had to 
parade outside. A umformed member of the G.P.U, then 
read us out a list of sentences passed in Dolinki on various 
prisoners for offences against the camp rules. There were 
two and three years extra for attempts to escape; two years 
for stealing skins; eighteen months for letting some sheep die; 
three years for the murder of a fellow prisoner; and seventy-five 
death sentences for repeated and wilful refusal to work. He 
had hardly finished and turned about than the women began 
to laugh and imitate his pecuhar, high-pitched and cracked 
voice. A good deal of discussion about the sentences followed, 
during the course of which I learned that in 1947 400 allegedly 
incorrigible prisoners in the Karaganda complex had been 
liquidated in this way by administrative sentence from Dolinki. 

At this time there were constant batches of incoming 
prisoners. Amongst them was the wife of the German Commu- 
nist, Hans Kiepenberger, who had received a five-year term 
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in Karaganda. I did my best to get into touch with her, but 
I was unsuccessful. She was transported to another sector and 
I never managed to see her. 

Many of the newcomers were the first victims of the new 
law against voluntary abortion, which was promulgated by 
the Soviet Government in defiance of a popular plebiscite. 
These women ^ were generally received with laughter and 
mockery by the other prisoners — at least by the criminals 
and Asocials, who seemed to find something funny in their 
plight. 

One day quite unexpectedly I was called out of the hut, 
and who should be standing there waiting for me but Tasso 
Salpeter. It appeared that she was employed in the administra- 
tion, and, knowing where I was, she had got herself placed 
in charge of an inventory in our natchalnilCs office. Whilst 
there she had left the office under some pretext or other and 
here she was. It was the first time we had seen each other 
since our stay together in the Butirka. Hastily, we told each 
other all that had happened to us since, and then she said: 
^‘Here’s paper and an envelope. If you want to write a letter 
and smuggle it out, now’s our chance, I’ve got a dead-certain 
opportunity ” 

I took the paper and the envelope and hurried off to write 
a short note to my mother. When I had finished it, I passed 
it to Tasso. What hopes I attached to that precious letter! 
It never arrived. 

On one occasion my work consisted of carrying sacks of 
grain from a cleansing machine up into a bam along a narrow 
plank. The sacks were heavy and many of the women groaned 
and grunted under the burden. A male prisoner from the 
‘Tree camp” sat on a wall, dangled his legs and made jokes 
as they passed. 

“You’d do better to help instead of sitting there amusing 
yourself,” I said indignantly. 

“Hark at the German Fascist,” he mocked. “She doesn’t 
like carrying heavy sacks. Russian women are different. 
They’re proud of doing the same work as the men.” 

“It’s a pity the men don’t show them more consideration,” 
I retorted. “They’ve got to bear the children.” 

And, believe it or not, all the Russian women around sided 
with the man, and there was a chorus of indignation: “We 
are proud of it. Women in Soviet Russia play a diflFerent role 

125 



from women in the capitalist countries. We have equal 
rights.” 

I had nothing more to say. Persistent propaganda is very 
powerful. 

On our way to work and back we saw a new building going 
up in the steppe. There was much speculation as to what it 
could be: a bakery, someone said. No; new ofl^ces. I regarded 
it with some suspicion. It looked menacing and familiar to 
me. I was right; it was the new prison for the Birma section 
of the Karaganda Camp. 

Amongst the newcomers in the punishment compound was 
Nadia Bereskina. She had changed. Her good looks were 
gone and there was something gross about her face now. She 
wept when she talked to me and told me of her life in the 
camp. Apparently she had gone from one man to the next, 
and now she was pregnant and the man responsible denied 
it. ‘‘And there’s my son at home,” she sobbed. “What shall 
I do when I get out of here?” She was with us only three days, 
which she had received for some minor offence. 

Dzagnidze, the Georgian teacher, was back again from 
one of the sub-sections, and I worked with him and others 
shovelling grain. Under the low roof of the granary and in 
clouds of black dust so thick that you could hardly see the 
next man the heat was terrible and the atmosphere stifling. 
My lungs threatened to burst and from time to time I had to 
stagger to the door for air. The “brigadier,” a criminal, 
began to shout and bully me back to work, but Dzagnidze 
came to my rescue and offered the man tobacco if he would 
show me a litde consideration. He took the tobacco and 
grinned: “Your girl friend, hey? All right.” 

The next morning, when reveille came, I could hardly 
stand and I reported sick. The mtchalnik took my temperature 
with a thermometer and decided that it was not high enough, 
so off to work I had to stagger. And at least in the granary 
there was one soul who cared a little about my well-being. 
One look was enough for Dzagnidze, and when I told him 
about the natchalnik^s thermometer he hurried off and managed 
to get hold of another one from somewhere. This time I had 
a high enough fever to satisfy even the natchalnik. I seemed to 
be consumed inwardly with fire and I lay there on the wretched 
boards in the sick-bay, if it could really be called that, and 
shivered with cold. There was no doctor, only a semi-qualified 



ambulance man. The next morning he diagnosed brzlose. 
The morning after that he thought it might be malaria, and 
on the third morning, when I began to spit blood, he decided 
that I must go to hospital. 

At midday I was loaded on to an ox-cart, tied down so that 
I should not fall off, and taken to hospital. There was no need 
to bother any more about my few poor possessions. Whilst 
I was unconscious they had all been stolen. All that was left 
was the sack they had been in. Every new arrival in hospital 
was supposed to wash himself, but as I couldn’t stand I was 
unable to and no one bothered. Here at least I had the real 
bed I had longed for and blankets as well — but, alas! not the 
immunity from bugs and lice. The blankets were all lousy. 
However, I didn’t notice that until many days later, when 
I recovered consciousness properly again. 

The doctor who visited me spoke German and was very 
friendly. “I know Germany quite well,” he said. ‘T studied 
in Leipzig.” He was kind to all the patients and spoke to 
everyone, and no doubt did what he could for them, but 
medicaments and instruments were scarce here as everywhere 
else in Russia. 

Next to me lay a young woman with double pneumonia. 
Apparently the lice were troubling her greatly, for she never 
ceased to scratch and roll from side to side. Many of the other 
patients were suffering from brzlose^ and they looked just 
like photos of people from the hunger districts during the 
famine— just bags of skin and bones. 

The hospital was more than full and there were beds along 
the corridors as well as in the wards, but at least each patient 
had a bed. The beds even had sheets and each patient was 
given a shirt. Unfortunately, these garments too were lousy. 
Amongst the patients were also quite a large number of 
advanced syphilis cases. Venereal diseases were very wide- 
spread in Birma, although bad cases were usually isolated in 
special V.D. departments. 

When I had sufficiently recovered to have my wits about 
me again, Tasso visited me in hospital. That was strictly 
forbidden, but she just came, and she had a way with her 
which got her past most things. She told me all the latest 
news from the ‘Tree camp.” All the male employees of the 
repair office had been called out with others to rescue a flock 
of sheep that had got into difficulties because the bell-wether 
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had led them into a morass in his search for water. There 
were over 300 of them, and men were sent to the spot in. 
lorries and then roped together and sent in after the sheep. 
It was a diflScult and dangerous job, and poor Grigory Ilyitch 
had broken his leg. Many of the sheep, of course, were lost, 
and the unfortunate shepherd was now awaiting his fate for 
wrecking activities. 

As the result of the Russo-German Pact, war was, of course, 
now going on in Europe. It seemed a long way away from 
Birma. Tasso told me all she knew about it. But really we 
were more interested in our own fate. I despaired of ever 
getting out alive, but Tasso’s spirits never flagged. '^Nazarenko 
had a fifteen-year sentence, and he’s been amnestied,” she 
said consolingly. “Why shouldn’t you get out some day? 
I’m sure I shall. I’ll have a bald head and no teeth by that 
time, but mtchevo: just to see Tiflis once again!” Indeed, her 
lovely black hair had gone thin and she waggled her teeth 
with finger and thumb to show me. “They’ll all fall out soon,” 
she said cheerfully. “Never mind.” 

After three weeks in hospital, I was discharged, but the 
doctor gave me a form which said that I was no longer to 
be used for heavy labour, that I was to have fourteen days’ 
“inside service” and to receive supplementary food. I was then 
taken back to the punishment compound, where in the mean- 
time further changes had taken place. I received a place on 
the naris amidst all my old comrades from my working party, 
who had by this time come back to Birma from the outlying 
jobs they had been engaged on. The place was still over- 
crowded, but they had succeeded, after much trouble and a 
bitter struggle, in securing a part of the place to themselves 
away from the criminal elements. And there was a note 
waiting for me firom Dzagnidze: “Goodbye and good luck. 
Don’t forget me. I am being sent to an invalid sector.” The 
one wish of all these poor unfortunates, forced out of life into 
this misery, was not to be forgotten; to feel that someone 
still thought of them with kindness. 

During the fourteen days I was allowed to stay in the 
compound I got to know a Russian woman. She was a teacher 
of languages firom Leningrad. She was only about thirty, but 
her heart was so bad that not even our mtchalnik could send 
her out to work. She could walk only slowly and every now 
and then she had to sit down to get her breath. She spoke of 
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her home and her little girl, but when I asked her about her 
sentence she grew nervous. 

^‘It’s better not to speak of such things here,’^ she said; 
and then after a while: “Do you speak English?” 

“A little,” I replied. 

“Then we can speak English together. No one will under- 
stand us here, ^ut we must never speak Russian. Someone 
might overhear us.” 

She told me her story. It was nothing unusual. Her father 
had been an engineer. He had been involved in the Shachty 
Trial in 1928 and sentenced-to five years in Siberia. After 
three years he had died. She thought the world of him and 
still carried a very small and much dilapidated photo of him 
with her which she had succeeded in saving through her 
period of examination. She herself was married to an engineer. 
She had never taken any part at aU in politics, but profes- 
sionally she had taught Russian to various English people in 
Leningrad. Her sentence was for “espionage.” Her husband, 
to whom she had been married for five years, was still at 
liberty. 

At the end of my fourteen days’ convalescence I was told 
off to work in the vegetable cellar. From then on I became the 
chief provider for our little circle. There were wonderful things 
there: potatoes, carrots, beetroot and onions — things we hardly 
ever saw in the punishment compound and theii only illegally. 
It was an exciting and satisfactory life. My chief problem was 
how to steal without being found out. All the members of 
the vegetable gang were searched on leaving the cellar and 
again on returning to the punishment compound. However, I 
was a Political, and Politicals were not such notorious thieves 
as the criminals and Asocials, with the result that Politicals 
were searched only very cursorily. In order to run the blockade, 
I made myself a bag which was fastened round my waist, 
and during the course of the day I would fill it with whatever 
came to hand: potatoes, carrots, onions, and so on. It was 
always a risk and it was not too easy to walk properly with the 
bag dangling between my legs, but I managed it, and it was 
wortli the risk to hear the exclamations of delight when I 
got back into our corner and emptied out the precious contents. 
Our old nemlnajpa^ she was a Tolstoyan, woiild then make us 
a vegetable soup. After a few weeks of this the appearance of 
all of us changed. For the first time we were getting enough 
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food, and good food. Our spirits were higher and we were 
in much better condition altogether. 

But God doesn’t let the trees grow too high in His heavens, 
so I had to have an accident. I had managed to “organize” 
some water to wash with, and in my oversize shoes I stumbled 
over the doorstep and fell, breaking my metatarsal bone, though 
this exact information as to what happened diji not come to me 
until six years later, when I was in freedom and was X-rayed 
to find out what was still troubling me. At the time all 
I knew was that my foot was red, blue and swollen and 
and that it was excruciatingly painful to put my weight on 
it. At any other time, and had I been engaged on any other 
work, this crippling accident would have been a Godsend, 
but now I was maintaining the health of all our company 
with my depredations it was a tragedy, and deep depression 
reigned. The medical attendant in the compound painted 
my foot with iodme and ordered me to stay away from work. 
That day I practised walking with set teeth and grim determin- 
ation. It was painful, but gradually it became possible if I 
put most of the weight on the outside edge of the foot. The 
next day I reported for work with the vegetable gang. Off we 
went and for a while I kept up, but then I could stand the 
pace no longer and began to lag behind, hobbling along on 
my crippled foot. The guard began to curse and shout, but 
by this time I was becoming a hard case: I could stand a 
lot of shouting and abuse in a good cause, and I had good 
reason to persevere. Fortunately, two of my fellow prisoners 
took pity on me and helped me along. 

It was winter in Birma and an easier time for the prisoners. 
We worked from sun-up to sun-down as usual, but in winter 
the days were short, which meant very much less work. In 
addition, it was often freezing so hard that it was impossible 
to work at all, or there was a snowstorm and then we were 
kept in our huts. The worst work which had to be done in 
winter was shovelling the snow and carting it to the kitchen 
garden to pile it up there so that when the thaw came as 
much water as possible would soak into the soil. Certain work 
also had to be done in the granary. When it was wind-still and 
not snowing the air was crystal clear and everything glistened 
marvellously in the winter sun. And endless peace seemed to 
lie over everything and the scene was like a picture postcard. 

In the very cold weather certain prisoners were relieved 
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from their labour obligations, primarily those who had no 
footwear and no proper clothes. The criminals and the 
Asocials took full advantage of this. I remember at one roll- 
call an Asocial was told off to go out with the working party. 
She was a big, powerful woman and she dragged her skirts up 
over her belly and showed the natchalmk that she was naked 
■underneath. ^‘How do you expect me to go out and work in 
the cold like thi?*” she demanded. There was a roar of laughter 
and the natchalmk grinned and dismissed her. 

During the winter the prisoners were not so exhausted and 
the general spirit was much better in the huts. Some sort of 
social life developed and there was even communal singing in 
the evenings. In our room we had an opera-singer from 
Leningrad and a concert-singer from Harkov, and they vied 
with each other to gain our applause. I must say it was not 
an unmixed blessing when the opera-singer raised her powerful 
voice in our little hut. She made the rafters shake — or they 
would have shaken had there been any. When she sang, her 
eyes were closed and there was an expression of ecstasy on her 
face. I am sure she was in the opera house again in her 
imagination. And in my imagination I could see her sitting 
naked, her body covered with louse bites, picking lice out of 
the seams of her shirt in the light of our one oil lamp, an 
intent look on her great, moonlike face. But we were a thankful 
audience, and both our singers lapped up our applause like 
cats long deprived of cream. 

There were also others who could sing. There was a blonde 
Russian girl from some small town in the provinces who sang 
us a long and doleful folk song about the tragic fate of a 
fisher-boy. I can still recall the melody. And there was a 
dancer too. Somewhere or the other she had got hold of a 
fiery red shawl and she would dance exhibition Cossack dances 
with tremendous verve. 

I heard one day that prisoners were entitled to a visit to 
the Gamp Commandant to put forward anything relating to 
their case or to make complaints, so I put my name down on 
the list for a visit, and after a while I was escorted to his 
office with a group of others from the punishment block. 
Each applicant was heard separately. It was a tremendously 
long wait, but at last my turn came. Serikov, the Commandant, 
sat at a table, together with the G.P.U. natchalnik. A number 
of other uniformed men stood behind them. 
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When I gave my name, my dossier was produced and laid 
in front of Serikov. He raised his roimd, rather fkiendly face 
to me and asked what I wanted. He was known as a heavy 
drinker of vodka and the prisoners sang a parody on Disney’s 
“Three Little Pigs,” which was popular in Russia at the 
time, about him. “Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf?” That 
was Serikov. And there were yards of uncomplimentary 
matter with frequent references to his love for vodka. The big 
bad wolf looked harmless enough. 

“I should like to know the reason for my imprisonment in 
the punishment compoxmd?” 1 said. 

Serikov and the G.P.U. man looked through the dossier. 

“I can give you no information about that,” he said finally. 

“Then can you tell me how long I’m likely to stay there?” 

Again they looked through my papers. “Throughout your 
sentence,” came the reply. 

I went back to the compound heavy-hearted. Three years 
more? I should be lucky to survive that at all. 

For some time we had had the uneasy feeling that there 
was a tale-bearer in our hut. “It’s either Nina, who was 
once a member of the Party, or it’s Raiza firom Harbin,” 
whispered Alexandra. “When Poniatovska went to the 
Commandant’s office, the G.P.U. natchalmk asked her some 
very peculiar questions. There’s something wrong.” 

Nothing is more terrible for prisoners than to feel that one 
of their comrades is a spy. Everyone was anxiously trying to 
recall whether she had said anything compromising. WTiat 
might I have said, for instance? I came to the conclusion that 
it was Nina; the other woman was just a lazy, good-for- 
nothing who was unlikely to bother her head much about 
politics. I began to watch Nina more closely. There she would 
sit in the evenings in her tom underskirt, her angular arms 
and shoulders bare, and lay down the law. 

“Even here it’s our duty to be watchfiil. Our country is in 
the greatest danger.” 

And so on. An odious creature like that would not hesitate 
to twist even a harmless remark into a counter-revolutionary 
utterance, and whoever she denounced would be lost I 
turned away in disgust. She made me want to spit. 

But I did her an injustice. She was serving a fifteen-year 
term, and those speeches were delivered for the benefit of the 
real spy. It turned out to be Raiza, after all. She was found 
132 



out because the authorities did not treat their spy with sufficient 
care. She was constantly being called away from her work and 
she was always present at the Commandant’s office when he 
received the prisoners. 

When the winter began, prisoners were allowed to receive 
parcels from outside. During the summer the authorities 
want them to wprk hard for their pound and a half of bread. 
If they could get food any other way, they might not work 
so hard. The first parcel was an event in our room. The 
Leningrad teacher of foreign languages received it from her 
husband. Not many prisoners actually received parcels, 
because in the majority of cases their friends and relatives were 
too frightened to send them; it might be construed as sympathy 
with the offenders and cause their own arrest. The second one 
to get a parcel was our old nevalnqya. The name of the 
sender was that of her twelve-year-old grandchild. She was 
moved to tears. “Look how beautifully she’s packed it all,” 
she said. “And see what she writes here,” and she showed us 
the childish handwriting: “Dear Grannie, I’ve broken up the 
sugar small, just like you like it. Love; and I’ll never forget 
you. . . .” 

The old Tolstoyan was full of stories of this child, who had 
lived with her until her arrest. The old woman loved her 
dearly. 

“When the G.P.U. took me away she ran after me crying: 
^Don’t take my grannie away.’ And when they put me in the 
car she tried to get in too. They had to push her away. As we 
drove off, I saw them dragging her away.” 

Each parcel that arrived caused an emotional outburst and 
floods of tears. We were not forgotten. 

At the sight of the rare parcels, Alexandra had a bitter 
struggle to fight out with herself. Should she write to her 
husband and ask him to send her something. Finally, she 
decided she wouldn’t. “He’s too great a coward,” she said. 
“He wouldn’t dare to send anything.” And then she thought 
of an old fiiend of hers, an actress, “If she’s still free, she 
might send me something.” She wrote to this woman and 
before I left Birma a parcel actually arrived for her. 

And partings happened again and again. This time it was 
our old Tolstoyan nevalnaja. Her health had been growing 
steadily worse, and now she was sent away to an invalid 
group. It hit us aU hard and there were many tears. I had a 
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lump in my throat when I saw the old lady go. When we had 
come in from work in the evening there had always been her 
welcoming smile, an account of the day’s doings and a proud 
display of the coal, or whatever it was, she had managed to 
get hold of for us. It was one more step in the degeneration of 
our punishment block. Yes, even such a place could get worse, 
and ours did. For one thing, it got more and- more crowded. 
There were about 150 newcomers, all criminal offenders. 
Despite the cold, many of them had to lie packed close in the 
entrance space, which had neither a door nor windows. The 
general atmosphere rapidly worsened. Vodka and food was 
smuggled in and noisy brawling drinking parties were held. 
They had their own songs and for anyone unused to criminals’ 
slang they were very difficult to understand. They were 
usually a mixture of sentimentality and defiance. One of them, 
which was sung to the rhythm of an express train, dealt with 
the jnisadventures of poor Kolka, who had tried unsuccessfully 
to steal a trunk on the line from Pensa to Moscow and had 
been caught in the act. Others made fun of the public prosecu- 
tor, the guards and the Commandant. It was said that all 
these newcomers were only with us for a time until they 
could be formed into a transport to be sent on further. 

There was another Tolstoyan in the compound, a man of 
about sixty who looked much older. I had already seen him 
outside in the “free camp” begging for food. It was his job 
now to sit in front of our arrest cells and see that no one 
brought the prisoners food or messages. The cells were sur- 
rounded with special barbed wire, but there was no need 
to keep anyone away: Alexei Michailovitch performed his 
functions to the satisfaction of all the prisoners and their 
fiiends. If anyone wanted to send in food or messages to a 
prisoner, ail he had to do was to give it to Alexei Michailovitch 
and it was as good as delivered. 

He sat on the ground clothed in rags, and armed with a 
great cudgel as his staff of office. He had a huge beard which 
engulfed the greater part of his face and about aU that was 
visible was a potato nose — ^and even that was hairy — and two 
friendly blue eyes which looked out from under bushy brows. 
He knew that I was a German. 

“Margarete Genrichovna, come and talk to me a little,” 
he stdd one day. “Let’s talk about Boris. He was your friend 
and he was mine. A fine lad. I wonder where he is now.” 
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Under the hair on one cheek there was an open boil and 
the yellow matter was all stuck into the hairs. His padded 
jacket was tom in many places and the filling poked out. 
His trousers were very short and in sitting they had slipped 
up still fizrther, and there he sat with his emaciated bluish 
legs crossed. 

“Where do you come firom in Germany, Margarete Genrich- 
ovna?” 

“Potsdam, Alexei Michailovitch.” 

“Potsdam! You don’t say so, Margarete Genrichovna? 
I remember Potsdam very well, with the little Palace of Sans 
Souci, the great steps and the fountain.” 

“Were you in Germany, then?” I asked in surprise. 

“Oh, I know you wouldn’t think so to see me sitting here 
in this state” — and he pointed to his feet bound up in rags — 
“but when I was young I was a student in Germany, and in 
Paris, too. And I went back to Russia through the Mediter- 
ranean. Those were days, I can tell you. Happy days.” 

He slapped with his hand at the cloud of flies which were 
buzzing around his suppurating boil. Gradually he told me 
his story. His father had owned a little farm, and on his death 
Alexei Michailovitch had inherited it. He had lived the life 
of a simple peasant and been happy, but when the collectiviza- 
tion had come he had refused to join. And as though that 
were not enough, he had spoken against the methods used to 
enforce the collectivization. 

“And when I spoke out for humanity and denounced their 
violence, they came for me.” 

He had already been fom years in the camp. One day when 
I returned to the compound after having been away for a 
while working in the brickfields, he had lost his office as 
watchman. The authorities had discovered how well off" the 
prisoners were tmder his care. But everyone liked him and 
now he had another function; he was in charge of the kipiatok, 
or hot-water machine. In a little hut near the men’s block 
there was a so-called “Titan” which supplied the kipiatok for 
the tea without which no Russian can exist, even in a forced 
labour camp. There was no tea, but every month each prisoner 
received a small package of tea substitute made of apple pips 
and dried peels. Every day each prisoner was entitled to about 
half a tin of hot water for the purpose of brewing this mixture. 
My old friend sat like a little God next to the “Titan” and 
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dispensed the hot water justly to all the prisoners without 
curses and without abuse. 

One day there was a heavy snow-storm and the wind 
howled and swept up the snow in great clouds and lashed it 
against the side of tihe huts. From the huts to the hpiatok a 
rope had been spanned on which the prisoners could pull 
themselves along against the storm. It was long past midday, 
but we had received neither bread nor soup because the ox-cart 
was unable to make headway against the storm. With our 
“tea” we lay on the nans in the huts and were happy, because 
we had not to go out to work in such weather; and Tamara 
told us Pushkin’s story The Snowstorm. 

From time to time someone went to the door to see if it was 
possible to go out. The snow was beginning to lie in deep 
drifts against the side of the huts and it was impossible to see 
more than a few yards through the driving snow. Inside we 
sat and sang. A favourite song was one about the bezpnzomi, 
the orphaned children of the Civil War. It was a sad and 
sentimental little ditty which we sang with great feeling. 
It ended with the death of the litde orphan and his burial 
in an unknown grave. 

We learnt fi'om a newcomer that there was a special section 
for these bezpnzorm in the Karaganda Camp. The world was 
given to understand that they were picked up with love and 
care and put into comfortable children’s homes and taught a 
trade — ^reclaimed as citizens, in short, as described in the 
famous Russian film. The Way into Life. Whatever may have 
been the truth in the beginning, the new bezprizomi produced 
by the enforced collectivization and the famine ended in 
Karaganda. The woman who told us about them had come 
from a section where these waifs and strays were kept. Condi- 
tions were terrible, and the children were completely out of 
hand; nothing was done to reclaim them. It was almost 
impossible to go firom the place where the soup was ladled 
out back to the huts without being fallen upon by these little 
devils and robbed of it. “Thank God I’m amongst civilized 
people again,” she concluded. 

One day I was called out of the hut after work. An official 
from the administration stood there. When I told him my name, 
he said: “Would you like to work in the district administration?” 

“y<s,” I said, trying to conceal my joy. “But would I be 
released from the punishment compound then?” 
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‘'You won’t be in the main administration,” he said. 
“You’ll work in the camp clothing office under surveillance. 
To-morrow morning you’ll be taken there.” 

I worked at a table in the corner of a large room. A guard ^ 
was always marching up and down in the corridor. Five other 
women, all from the “free camp,” worked there, including 
Tasso. So that^was the solution of the mystery. I was not 
supposed to speak to the others or they to me, but no sooner 
was the guard far enough away than we talked nineteen to the 
dozen. My guess was wrong. 

“What on earth are they up to with you, Grete?” Tasso 
said. “Is Serikov your boy friend by any chance?” 

I gave up wondering why; it was sufficient that I was 
here in this warm, comfortable room and could speak to 
Tasso. I kept the card index of the prisoners who had received 
camp jackets, trousers and caps, noting the date of issue and 
so on. Tasso gave me a piece of bread, some sugar and a mug 
of ersatz tea. The guard saw it, but as he seemed doubtful 
about what he was supposed to do he did nothing and said 
nothing. 

Soon after that the door was opened, and who should come 
in but Grete Sonntag. Tasso made a sign to her to look in 
my direction and her hned face with its constant expression 
of bitterness ht up and she smiled. Tasso whispered to her, 
and she nodded and went out again. About half an hour 
later she returned carrying a katylok covered over with a 
piece of paper. My own empty katylok was under the table. 
She came up to me wordlessly, put her own down and picked 
up the empty one and went off. At a convenient moment, I 
lifted the paper and a delicious smell of baked food filled my 
nostrils: baked potatoes and even some meat. That was the 
torture of Tantalus. I couldn’t eat it with the guard walking 
up and down and I had to wait. And there in the katylok waited 
the finest meal I had had in years. 

Grete Sonntag not only managed the tannery, but she also 
superintended the slaughtering, and when the meat was cut 
up there was always a share for her. 

It was Paradise in that office, but it was not eternal bliss; 
it lasted just two weeks. In that time all my old friends and ac- 
quaintances from the “free camp” came to visit me — the guard 
had given up everything except just seeing that I didn’t run 
away. Stefanie Brun, who worked in the main administrative 
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oiEce, brought me some mahorka and some sweets from the 
first parcel she had received from her daughter. I think 
we both got a shock when we saw each other. Stefanie’s 
cheeks had fallen m and there were deep sacks under her eyes, 
and her ankles and legs were still very swollen. ^^And where 
are your round cheeks?’’ she asked. 

And my old colleagues from the repair y^'orkshop’s office 
all suddenly found things which had to be settled in our 
office. Grigory Ilyitch hobbled in with the aid of a stick. 
His broken leg had not been splinted properly and the bone 
had knitted badly. ^^I’ll soon be ready for the invalid sector,” 
he said jokingly. And Clement Nikifrevitch smiled all over 
his face at the sight of me. ^‘What a piece of luck!” he said 
enthusiastically. ^‘You’ll see, you’ll be home before any of us.” 

Grete Sonntag came every day with her katylok of food, and 
if it had gone on much longer I am sure I would soon have 
been back to normal again. There was always an opportunity 
for unwatched conversation behind the latrine. 

^^Do you think we’ll ever get out of here now that Stalin’s 
got this pact of friendship with Hitler?” she asked. ‘'We 
Communists are a bigger nuisance to him than ever now.” 
Her eyes filled with tears. ‘T keep dreaming of my mother,” 
she said. 'T’m sure she’s dead.” 

At the end of the second week of this heaven in Birma, 
I was called during working hours to the natchalmk^ who sat 
in a nearby room. I stood before his desk and churned out 
the usual formula: "No. 174,475. Margarete Genrichovna 
Buber-Neumann. Socially dangerous element. Five years.” 

"A wireless message has just come through from Dolinki,” 
he said. "You are to go to the reception point of the Karaganda 
Gamp. That’s all.” 

I turned round and went back into the office. My feet were 
not very secure under me, but I felt no pleasure, no upwelling 
of hope, Tasso and the others were tremendously excited. 
"What’s the matter with you?” they cried. "Why aren’t you 
dancing for joy. That means release. Aren’t you lucky.” 
And Tasso embraced me heartily in full view of the guard. 
"Grete, that’s wonderfiiL Perhaps you’ll soon see your Heinz 
again.” 

"Do you think so?” I was loth to believe. "Strange, I can’t 
feel any pleasure. I don’t believe it — ^yet.” 

"Well, you needn’t work here any more. Go back to the 
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compound and pack your things all ready. Perhaps you’ll 
go off this evening.” 

The guard made a feeble attempt to interfere, but Tasso 
sent him — one might almost say ordered him — to go to the , 
natchalnik and find out for himself. He went and came back a 
few minutes later, 

‘^Right,” he said. ‘Tt’s in order. Let’s get going.” And, 
slinging his rifle* over his shoulder, he made as though to go. 
^^Davair 

But he had made a mistake in his timing. “Not so fast,” 
said Tasso. There were farewells to be said and embraces to 
be exchanged and tears to be shed. They sent for Grete 
Sonntag. She embraced and kissed me too. “Goodbye,” she 
said. “We shall never see each other again. I know it. You are 
going to be released now, and I must stay on here.” 

When I finally went off with my guard she accompanied 
me part of the way, sobbing, hopeless, despairing. It is always 
an ordeal to see someone else go. 

In the evening the Politicals returned from their work and 
heard the news. Opinions were divided. Some were sure I 
was going to be released. Others were not so sure. 

“It is just possible that Grete is being sent to a special 
section for foreigners,” said Poniatovska. “There’s one in 
Central Siberia. She’d have to go to the reception centre in 
that case.” 

“But why only Grete, then?” said someone. “There are 
plenty of other foreigners here.” 

And so the discussion went on. They were more interested 
in it than I was. My mood was one of resignation: just wait 
and see. It was useless to speculate. 

In case I might be on my way to Central Siberia, the 
Politicals in the compound began to collect for me as a 
neimushtchi^ or “have-not,” which I was since all my things 
had been stolen. The transport from Karaganda to another 
camp could last weeks and mean hunger and cold. They 
collected a sack of bread, another sack of dried fish — and 
6o roubles. That was a small fortune, for a prisoner in the 
punishment compound could earn only 5 or 6 roubles a month 
even if he completed his labour quota every day. 

We sat together on the nans on my last evening in Birma, 
and the concert-singer told my fortune from a pack of home- 
made cards. Of course, it turned out well: 
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“After much suffering comes peace. A journey. You will 
return to your homeland at last and to your father’s house. 
And henceforth you will enjoy much happiness.” 

And whilst she pored over the cards a fat louse appeared on 
her neckerchief intent on a journey too. Politely, I removed 
it without disturbing her at her deliberations and brought its 
journey to an end with the precision of long practice. 

I did not leave that night and I lay between Tamara and 
Alexandra imable to sleep, wondering what the fates held in 
store for me now. The next day I learned that, apart from 
me, an Uzbek officer was to be taken to the reception centre 
as well. We had not seen each other before, but a common 
fate made us talkative. He was serving a sentence of fifteen 
years, of which he had so far served only two years. We stood 
there waiting for the lorry to take us away and chatted like 
old friends, whilst the sun shone down on the glistening snow 
and the air was crisp and invigorating. Once or twice whilst 
we were waiting, Crete Sonntag passed by and waved to me. 
Her face was downcast. It seemed to depress her terribly 
that I was going away from the camp — she was convinced 
I was going out into freedom — ^whilst she had to remain 
behind. They did not come to fetch us until the evening, and 
then all my comrades from the hut accompanied us down to 
the gates and a chorus of good wishes followed us as we plodded 
through the snow with our bundles. In the corridor of the main 
office we sat down on our bundles to wait. Three old men were 
already there. They were to be transferred to an invalid 
sector. We were kept waiting for hours and at about ten o’clock 
the door opened and Stefanie Brun came into the corridor. 

“Crete,” she whispered anxiously, “I had to come and say 
goodbye to you.” 

“Steffie!” I exclaimed in horror. “You don’t mean that 
you’ve gone out of the hut after dark!” 

The tears came to my eyes as we embraced. “Co back 
quickly now or you’ll be caught.” 

“Coodbye,” she whispered; “and don’t forget me.” 

“Don’t forget me!” Always the same refrain. 

At eleven o’clock our names were called and who should 
turn out to be our escort but the smiling, fiiendly Kasak 
soldier who had ridden into Sharik for us. My spirits rose at 
once at the sight of him. His face was pink and shining with 
the cold and his eyes danced merrily. There was no lorry for 
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US, but a low Siberian sledge drawn by two ponies. The five 
of us lay down in it and the Kasak guard squatted with 
his rifle at the end. Then the driver whipped up his ponies 
and away we went. It was a beautiful night, cold but dry, , 
and there were myriads of stars above us and ifrom time to 
time one would shoot across the sky like a comet. The ponies 
went at a good pace, galloping along, their bells jangling 
merrily in the still night. We arrived at the railway station at 
Sharik with glowing faces, but rather cold hands and feet, 
and we were very glad to be able to get out and stamp around 
to restore the circulation. 

‘^Can we go to the station buffet and get tea and bread?” 

I asked. 

^^Why not?” said our Kasak, and off we ran. In the buffet 
we bought bread and real hot tea and sat on the floor drinking 
it. The Uzbek officer was a young man, and he began to tell 
me about his life. He had married at the age of fourteen and 
he now had two children. He did not doubt that he was going 
to be released. As he sat there in the badly-lighted buffet he 
looked like a Persian prince with his olive-coloured skin and 
his almond-shaped brown eyes. He wore a white scarf round 
his neck and the contrast to his olive skin suited him weU. 
He was a handsome lad. Otherwise he was not dressed in the 
least like a prince. It appeared that he had given almost 
everything he possessed to his fellow prisoners who had to stay 
behind, even his high boots, and his feet were now bound up 
in rags. 

Our train did not leave until the morning, so we spent the 
night on the floor of the buffet. I had a fur jacket and a 
blanket, and, using our bundles as pillows, we settled down 
for the night under my blanket, lying on the jacket. That was 
warmer for both of us and a perfectly natural and normal 
thing to do. 

We slept well, but we were cold and stiff when we woke. 
We climbed into the train. Neither of us spoke. The happy 
expectation of the day before had gone and we were just 
tired, hungry and ragged prisoners on another stage of an 
interminable journey. 

When we arrived at the Karaganda reception centre, we 
found that nothing had changed. In the women’s block I was 
the centre of a great deal of attention. For one thing, I was 
German, and for another I was an old hand, and almost all 
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the women here were newcomers, in the camp for the first 
time. I learned that there was another German there, and 
they took me to her. A pale-faced woman with dark rings 
under her eyes lay apathetically on the boards in an upper 
bunk. I didn’t recognize her, and was surprised when at the 
sight of me she showed signs of animation and welcomed me 
by name: 

“Grete! What are you doing here?” 

It was some time before I reahzed who she was — Klara 
Kreuzberg, the wife of a well-known German Communist. 
We had met on a number of occasions in Moscow, but then 
she had been a healthy, happy woman. Her appearance had 
changed terribly. Thanks to the good food I had had m the 
last few weeks in the camp, I was probably looking very 
much better — easily recognizable, obviously. She had been 
two years in prison on remand and it had ruined her health 
and her looks. She had been in the clearing centre now for 
several weeks, waiting for transport into one of the sectors. 
Other women had come with her, but they had all been sent 
on. She had been separated from the rest and was still here. 
Two days before my arrival a Russian woman who had already 
served three and a half years in the camp had been sent back 
to the clearing centre in the same way as I had. She was the 
wife of the German composer, Fon, and therefore a German 
national. Frau Fon and Klara Kreuzberg were called out 
together, and obviously their fate, whatever it was, was going 
to be the same. They both made me welcome, and we slept 
huddled up together for warmth. 

Frau Fon came from a sector of the camp I had never heard 
of. She had been suddenly taken away before the end of her 
sentence just as I had. Comparing notes, not only with her, 
but with many others, I can only conclude that the Karaganda 
complex was vast in extent. Frau Fon told us that in the 
few weeks before she had left her sector her life had been a 
little easier. It had not done much to improve her appearance 
though; she was still painfully thin and looked about forty. 
Her eyes were like those of a beaten dog. She was not at all 
happy about the future: *‘Why didn’t they leave me where I 
was?” she would ask hopelessly. *T was just getting on all 
right. It’s so difficult to settle down in new places again.^’ 

I had given up wondering what Fate held in store for me 
now, and 1 was resigned to waiting. In the meantime, I 
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enjoyed the unaccustomed freedom of the clearing centre 
and strolled around on a tour of inspection. Nothing had 
changed except that there was a lot more barbed wire than 
before, and a special arrest block for prisoners who had ^ 
offended against the regulations and now awaited their 
transport to Dolinki for sentence. Around this block there 
was a space enclosed with barbed wire in which they exercised. 

One face I sa's^ was familiar to me, and its owner greeted me 
by name. It was the young Ukrainian who had been so home-sick 
that she had made an attempt to escape. They had caught her 
and now she was on her way back from Dolinki, where she 
had received a further two and a half years on her sentence, 
with pod konvoi, I went over to the men’s hut to see if I could 
find out anything about the young Uzbek officer. On the other 
side of the barbed wire were a number of pale-faced, unshaven 
men. They came up, and when I spoke they obviously recog- 
nized my accent as German, 

«Are you a German?” one of them asked. I nodded. ‘'Do 
you know Comrade Schubert, by any chance?” 

“Yes; quite well. We were in the Butirka together. He was 
arrested in July, 1937.’^ 

I asked them about various people. The well-known German 
Communist leader, Hermann Remmele, had lost his reason, 
they said. He was always coming to blows both with the 
guards and his fellow prisoners. The man who had first 
spoken to me had received a fifteen-year sentence. “An 
amnesty,” he said. “That’s the only hope. No one survives 
fifteen years.” From someone who came out of the hut I 
learned that my Uzbek officer had already been sent on to 
Dolinki. 

There was an old man there the Ukrainian girl knew. He 
was on his way to Dolinki to get his sentence. It appeared 
that he had been a shepherd and some of his sheep had died. 
“He’ll be lucky if he only gets two years,” she said. 

At midday a miserable ballanda of soya beans — and not too 
many of them — ^was ladled out in the open, despite the great 
cold. What did I want with ballanda when I had bread and 
fish? My two comrades and I organized kipiatok, made ourselves 
some tea and had a wonderful meal of black bread and salt 
fish. Frau Fon had a small sack of millet her fellow prisoners 
had given her on the way. That, too, went into the common 
store, “If only they’d left me there,” she sighed again. 
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In the afternoon the three of us were called out together, 
so apparently whatever their fate was to be I was to share it. 
We were taken to the photo and finger-print department and 
went through the whole procedure all over again. We were 
annoyed about the finger-printing— it was the whole of both 
hands — because they just turned you loose with the black 
ink over your hands and no means of getting it off properly. 
However, we were quite certain now. We were leaving Camp 
Karaganda. That was the usual farewell ceremony. Our 
conclusion was confirmed a little later when we were called 
one by one to the natchalnik. He had a large sheet of paper 
before him with various questions on it. First the usual litany. 
Then: 

“Has your health suffered in any way during your stay in 
the reformatory labour camp?” 

That was an easy one: “Good heavens, no,” I ejaculated in 
mock surprise. “What a question!” 

He gave me an old-fashioned look but made no comment. 

“What kind of work did you perform whilst in the camp?” 

I gave him a description of all my various occupations. 

“Have you any complaints to make about your treatment in 
the camp?” 

“No,” I said firmly. What had happened to me before was 
quite enough. I knew better than to complain now. 

“Sign here, then,” he said. 

I signed. “When am I to be released?” I asked. 

“As to that I can give you no information,” he replied. 

I went out into the corridor and waited for the other two. 
I was interested in my fate again now. Obviously we were 
leaving Karaganda, but was it to go to another camp? And 
would they make so much fuss if that were all? Was there 
any connection between it and the arrangement with the 
Germans? Were all Germans now to be gathered into a special 
camp, perhaps? And if so, why? 

There were a lot of prisoners waiting in the corridor to 
see the natchalnik. They were the newcomers who had not yet 
lost faith in the efficacy of petitions and complaints, and did 
not yet know what happened to prisoners who dared to file 
the one or make the other. There were two youngsters waiting 
together, about fifteen or sixteen years old. They did not look 
like hzprizomL “Are you newcomers?” I asked. They nodded. 
“What do you want to see the mtchdnik for?” 
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‘To see if we can find out what happened to our father.’’ 

“Were you arrested as members of the family?” 

“Yes; we were all arrested together.” 

“How long have you got?” 

“Three years each.” 

Back in the hut the news had spread that the three Germans 
were going on transport, and our case was discussed with 
interest. Some Vere sure we were going to be released, but 
there are always one or two people who know everything, the 
“experts”; they said releases were always made from Dolinki, 
therefore it was unlikely that we were going to be released. 
However, they were prepared to admit that perhaps it would 
be different with foreigners. 

“Did you have to sign an undertaking not to say a word to 
anyone about what you saw in the camp?” one of them 
asked. 

“No; we didn’t.” 

“That settles it: you’re not going to be released then.” 

A little later a woman I didn’t know came up to me and 
asked me to take a turn round the block with her; she wanted 
to talk to me. I did so and she told me that she was a zhenia, 
or a prisoner who had been arrested merely as the wife of her 
husband. She had been held in Akmolensk for a while and 
now she was waiting here for transport further on. 

“I wanted to ask you if you’d do something for me,” she 
said. “I know it’s a lot. You see, I left a daughter behind in 
Moscow. She doesn’t know what’s happened to me. Would 
you take a letter for her? You might get a chance to slip it 
through. Try for me, will you? It means such a lot to me and 
her,” 

I agreed to try and she gave me a letter, which 1 tucked 
away in my brassiere. It was a risk, but what did anything 
matter? 

At about five in the afternoon our names were called and 
a woman member of the G.P.U. in uniform came into the 
hut. I had never seen one in Karaganda before. She was 
fresh and young, perhaps twenty, and her face was agreeable. 

“Get ready. With things,” she said, and her tone was 
very different from the one we had gradually become used to. 

We were ready very quickly, and we followed her out whilst 
the others looked after us enviously. Whether it was certain or 
not, they strongly suspected that we were going to be released. 
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We walked across the camp compound with our bundles and 
at the guard-room we were stopped. 

“Come inside. Search,” said the girl. My heart sank. How 
could I get rid of the letter? We went inside and opened our 
“bundles. Two soldiers rummaged about in them. Perhaps 
they would not search us bodily? But when the two soldiers 
had finished they went out. 

“Undress,” said the girl. 

We undressed, and siureptitiously I took the letter and put 
it on the floor and placed one foot over it. Fortunately, she 
was not very experienced in the wiles of prisoners and after a 
fairly cursory search we were allowed to dress again. I found 
little diflSculty in putting the letter back into my brassiere. 
Then we took our bundles and made our way towards the 
main gates. We passed through them and found ourselves 
outside the reformatory labour camp, Karaganda. Two soldiers 
were waiting for us, as escort. They took us to the Karaganda 
railway station; not to the goods depot where prisoners usually 
go, but to the waiting-room. It was a properly built hopse, 
not a hut or a wooden shed. On the wall were time-tables. 
So this was freedom. There were very few people at the 
station. Apart from us, there was only one other passenger 
in the waiting-room, a man. We put down our bundles in a 
comer. “It looks as though we’re going to travel in a real 
passenger train,” I whispered to Klara. “Shall I ask the 
G.P.U. girl?” Klara nodded, and I went up to the girl who 
was standing with our escort. 

“Can I ask where we are going?” I said. 

“Of coxirse you may. You’re going to Moscow with the six 
o’clock train.” 

Moscow! Moscow! And she said it as though it was nothing 
at all; just part of a routine. But for us it meant leaving, not 
only Karaganda behind, but Siberia. Back to Europe! I almost 
jumped for joy and hurried back to Klara and Frau Fon. 
“We’re going to Moscow,” I burst out. “Just think of it! 
Moscow!” 

It was not long before the train drew in. One of the soldiers 
came up to us. He was apparently the senior. 

“You are not to get into conversation with other passengers 
in the compartment,” he said, “and you’re not to answer any 
questions they may ask you. The best thing is to pretend 
you don’t understand Russian,” 
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We followed the soldiers out on to the platform and trotted 
after them down the length of the train until they found the 
compartment they were looking for. We got in. It was an 
empty carriage with full-length places reserved for us. Ea^ 
of us stowed her bundle away and then lay down. This tirne 
I was excited. I wanted to sing, laugh, whistle, do anything 
to express my feelings. The train was clean and well-heated. 
We had not been so comfortably installed for a very long time. 
When it finally moved out, even Frau Fon began to smile. 

Our escort occupied the compartment next to ours and it 
was not immediately visible that we were their prisoners. 
Travellers passing down the corridor looked in at us curiously. 
Now, people in padded jackets and rags carrying bundles are 
nothing unusual in the Soviet Union, but we were certainly a 
bit out of the ordinary. We had rubber boots much too big 
for us, our legs were wrapped in rags to keep out the cold, 
and we wore padded jackets and the typical camp caps 
with ear-warmers. And in all probability our faces betrayed 
us. The camp creates a physiognomy all its own and we 
had been there quite long enough to develop it. One friendly 
woman paused at the door of our compartment. 

^‘Where are you bound for?” she asked. 

We made no answer. She repeated her question and again 
we said nothing, and then a look of fear came over her face 
She had understood. She nodded in a friendly fashion and 
went away at once. We looked at each other and laughed. 
At about midday the next day the train stopped in what was 
apparently a fair-sized town. The G.P.U, girl came into our 
compartment. 

*‘What would you like to eat?” she asked. 

What should we like to eat? It was a long time since any 
of us had heard that question. We looked at each other. 
*‘WeVe still got some bread and fish left,” I said hesitantly. 
The question embarrassed us. The girl smiled, said nothing 
more and went out, leaving us wondering. After a while, she 
came back with white bread and three tins, one for each of us. 

*‘Here are two-pound tins of canned pork,” she said. ^‘With 
that and the bread, you ought to be all right for a while.” 

We thanked her as though in a dream. White bread and 
canned pork! What had happened that they began to treat 
us like this. We borrowed a tin-opener from the guard and 
set to work. We had neither knives nor forks, but we managed 
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quite well with our fingers and made a good meal. Later on 
the other two had stomach-ache. They were not used to that 
sort of thing Thanks to Grete Sonntag, I had eaten meat for 
J:he past few weeks before I left Birma. But better still was to 
&me: at another station where the train stopped we were 
actually taken out of our compartment into the station restau- 
rant and given a proper hot meal. 

The landscape through which we passed began to change. 
We saw the first clumps of trees and welcomed them like 
long-lost friends. The steppes, Asia, Siberia — they were all 
behind us. Then we passed through a chain of mountains 
with snow-loaded fir trees. That was the Urals. On the other 
side was Europe. 

Our escort hardly spoke to us at all, but kept to their own 
compartment, smoking and playing game after game of 
dominoes. The warmth in our compartment seemed to make 
our lice more lively, and sitting with our backs to the door 
we organized a- great hunt, killing them by the score. I was 
sorry for the passengers who occupied this compartment 
after us. 

At every station I looked for an opportunity to get rid of 
the letter I still had in my brassiere, but our young guard 
kept her eyes open and walked behind us if we lefl; the carriage, 
so I found no chance of passing it on. When the train stopped 
in Kazan, I asked her to let me go to the toilet to wash. 
Fortvmately, at that moment there was a group of circus people 
who attracted her attention and I managed to close the 
door behind me. Carefully, I opened the windoyr and looked 
out. A man in working clothes was approaching. I threw the 
letter out at his feet. It was the best I could do. I saw him 
bend down and pick it up and then I closed the window. 
When I went back to our compartment, I looked out of the 
window. The man was nowhere to be seen. 

The coming and going in general was of tremendous interest 
to us. Here were firee people, men, women and children, 
standing, walking, running— ^oing just whatever they wanted 
to do. I realized how long it was since I had seen a child. 
At the sight of the children, Klara began to talk sadly about 
her little daughter. Two years old, and both father and 
mother arrested on the same day, and not a relative in the 
country to look after her. “I wonder what they’ve done with 
her,” she said fearfully. The news she had of her husband 
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was not heartening. He had '^been so ill-treated during the 
preliminary examination because he refused to say what 
they wanted him to say that several of his ribs had been broken. 
And Frau Fon was down in the dumps again: “We’ve got 
nothing good to look forward to,” she said dolefully. “Wh^fT 
the G.P.U. once gets its claws into isn’t let go in a hurry.” 

“I don’t call this in a hurry, anyhow,” I said obstinately. 

Gradually, '^e approached Moscow. Our bundles were 
ready. All we had to do was to pick them up and get out. 
We breathed on the window panes and rubbed the ice away 
so that we could look out. In a very short space of time now 
our fate would be decided. At last the train slowed down; 
slower and slower; and then it came to a halt. Our escort 
appeared and we got out. We walked along the platform with 
them, carrying our bundles, and all the busy life of a big 
railway station went on around us. Moscow! At least Moscow. 
It had to be the first stage, whatever befell. I was so happy 
I felt as though I were walking on air. 

They took us into the waiting-room and we sat down amongst 
the ordinary public. The place was overheated and our 
faces glowed. On the wall was a loud-speaker, and a plummy 
tenor sang a patriotic song: “Motherland, great Motherland; 
land of the free and the brave.” A discussion was going on 
between the G.P.U. girl and the two soldiers; then they went 
off and she came over to us. 

“I’ve never been in Moscow before,” she said naively. 
“Isn’t it wonderful. So many people and such a great place! 
Look, there’s ice-cream over there. Would you like some?” 

There’s always a morozhnie seller in Moscow, no matter what 
time of the year it is. We readily agreed and she went over 
and bought four portions. We ate it greedily. It was very good. 
The Muscovite ice-men haven’t got the technique of making 
frozen fluff like their confreres do in the West; owing to their 
backwardness, they still have to make it in the good old- 
fashioned way. And when we had finished, the brave lass 
bought us pirozhme^ the famous Russian pancakes filled with 
cabbage, or seasoned rice or meat, and fried in deep fat. 
They were good, too, and we ate them gratefully. By this 
time we were all beginning to feel very happy. 

All Moscow railway stations are always full of people day 
and night, and many of them are not much better clad than 
we were. They come in from the villages in the hope of getting 
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work in Moscow, and as they haye nowhere to stay, they spend 
hours in the waiting-rooms, where it is usually warm in 
winter. As long as we remained sitting on our bench, no one 
took much notice of us or thought us anything out of the 
'^dinary, but when the two soldiers came back, as they did 
after about half an hour, and we had to get up and make our 
way to the door we became the centre of attention. Everyone 
realized what we were, and there were many Ourious and not 
a few sympathetic looks. 

We went out into the station yard and my heart sank 
suddenly. There stood the Black Maria. I don’t know quite 
what I expected; I hadn’t thought about it. But after that 
pleasant journey it was a shock. And we had almost felt 
ourselves free. 

Silently we climbed in. There was no one else inside and 
they didn’t trouble to put us in the cells. We sat on a bench 
in the corridor in semi-darkness and once again the journey 
went through the streets of Moscow with all the noise of motors, 
buses, trams and carts. After a while it stopped and we got 
out. I recognized the courtyard at once. We were in the 
Butirka. Back to where the whole long train of misery had 
first started. 

It was 1940, and air-raid preparations were already in 
swing in Moscow. In the corridors of the Butirka the lamps 
had been half obscured with blue paint and the atmosphere 
was ghostly. Human faces looked like the faces of corpses. 
Once again we passed through the vogsal, the hall where 
you enter when you first lose your freedom, and the hall 
you pass through on your way to five, ten, fifteen years in 
Siberia. 

There was normal light in the reception-room and we 
filled in the usual forms with the help of an oflScial. 

^*Smoker or non-smoker?” he asked. 

‘‘What?” I ejaculated in surprise. 

“Smoker or non-smoker?” he repeated. 

I recovered my wits first. “Oh, smokers,” I said. “All 
three.” 

He made the necessary note on each form. Things seemed 
to have changed. Since when did the G.P.U. interest itself 
in our harmless vices? 

After that we were taken to be washed and deloused, but 
not to the ordinary common wash-room I already knew so 
150 



well. We were each put into a separate bathroom. In addition 
to the bath, there was a wash-basin with hot and cold water 
and the walls were tiled. It was all very neat and clean. 

I stripped, and a woman attendant took away my lousy clothes 
and gave me a bottle of disinfectant for my head. Then^T 
proceeded to enjoy myself. The hot water was unlimited and 
there was a large piece of soap. At last the Siberian dirt of 
months was off and I was clean. How often in Birma had I 
longed to be back in the Butirka again! And here I was — and 
in a different, much better Butirka. 

After a while the bath-attendant opened the door. No 
shouts of ^^Davai! DavaiP^ No bullying. With a smile, she 
handed in a clean shirt and underwear. It was men’s clothing, 
to be sure, but it was clean. Since when did they issue clean 
clothing in the Butirka? How things had changed. 

It was about ten o’clock when the three of us, clean and 
fresh, wearing our own deloused clothes still warm from the 
delousing oven, walked through the old familiar corridors 
behind a wardress banging on her belt buckle with her iron key. 
That custom at least had not changed. Many doors and gates 
were opened and closed behind us until at last, in the same 
old corridor as in 1938, she opened a cell door and showed us 
in. We could hardly beheve our eyes. 

Where over a hundred women had huddled together on 
naris were now rows of properly made beds with white sheets 
neatly turned down over white pillows. It was incredible. 

The occupants of the cell came forward to greet us. 

‘‘Where do you come from?” one of them asked in broken 
Russian. 

“Siberia,” we replied. 

“Are you Germans?” 

“Yes.” 

“That makes us all Germans here, then. Who are you?” 

We told them our names. The lamp in the cell was also 
half obscured by the wretched blue paint and it was difficult 
to see properly until you got used to it. Some of the women 
had been asleep. We soon recognized old friends and acquaint- 
ances. There was Roberta Gropper; old Zensl Muehsam, the 
wife of Erich Muehsam; Carola Neher, the famous actress; 
Wally Adler; Betty Olberg, and others we had not met before. 
There were twenty-three of us, and we had ail been brought 
back to the Butirka from camps and prisons all over Russia. 
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We three were the first to come from a Siberian concentration 
camp. 

“What on earth’s happened here in the Butirka?” I asked 
in wonderment. “Proper beds; proper bed-linen; nobody 
"Mothers to speak in whispers; here you are all prancing aroimd 
in the night and there’s no one to interfere; no one lets down 
the hatch and bellows. What’s it all about?” 

No one knew any more than I did. They ■Jvere just happy 
that it was so, and left it at that. Zensl Muehsam was the 
Cell Senior and she gave us each a bed. We were dog-tired, 
but it was very late before I got to sleep. This was what I 
had dreamed of: a bed with a real mattress and proper bed- 
clothes. And now I couldn’t sleep in it. In the end I did, 
of course. 

We were woken up at six o’clock instead of the usual 
half-past four, but there were no loud shouts of “Women, get 
up” and no banging; no “i)am7” and no one urged us on 
to ever greater haste. We lay there in clean sheets. The cell 
was light and airy and its walls had been freshly whitewashed. 
And throughout the night not a bed-bug, not a louse and not 
a flea had fed on us. All around the others were sitting up, 
stretching, yawning lazily. No one rushed around and searched 
desperately for the other shoe. One or two of them had 
turned over and gone to sleep again. Others were already up 
and about in their Imen trousers. “Good mornings” sounded 
firom all sides when you sat up. This was civilization. It was 
difiicult to believe that only a week ago I had slept on bare 
boards, bone sore, weary and bitten all over, in a dirty clay hut in 
Siberia, ftdly convinced that I should never get out of it alive. 

Gradually most of us got up and dressed. One or two who 
were not well, or who felt lazy, stayed on in bed. The wardress 
opened the cell and led us to the wash-room, where we were 
left to our own devices for the best part of an hour. No one 
bothered us. Then we went back to the ceil and a little while 
afterwards breakfast was served. I say deliberately: breakfast 
was served. It was handed in on separate clean enamel plates 
for each of us. There was both black and white bread, butter, 
two boiled eggs each and China tea. 

Zensl Muehsam saw the look on my face. “That shakes 
you, doesn’t it?” she inquired. “We must be injportant 
prisoners of State. You needn’t pinch yourself; you’re awake. 
But don’t ask me what’s happened.” 
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I forgot to say that there was a large table with a stool for 
each of us, and we sat round it eating our breakfast like a big, 
happy family. Naturally, the astounding treatment we were 
receiving and the possible reasons for it were a constant 
subject of discussion, but it was all speculation. No one kne>#^ 
anything definite. 

“They’re going to put us over the frontier into one or other 
of the Baltic Staftes.” 

“What? After all we’ve seen? Not likely.” 

“WeU, what then?” 

And there we were again: we just didn’t know. In the 
meantime we were well content to have escaped what lay 
behind us. It had been worse for some than for others, but it 
had been unenviable for all. And one way or the other, we 
were now optimistic and hopeful. The good food and the good 
treatment saw to that. 

During the day we did what we liked. Chattered, joked, 
laughed freely, played chess — this time there were real chess- 
boards and real chess-men — and sewed. In the beginning 
someone had asked for a needle and cotton, and the wardress 
had immediately brought a work-basket with needles, reels 
of cotton, a pair of scissors and darning material. I don’t 
think any cell in the Butirka ever held such a merry company. 

Carola Neher was in prison garb. Compared with our 
camp rags, it was almost elegant, and the elegant Carola 
wore it with an air. It consisted of a blue flannel blouse with 
red lapels, a dark blue skirt and a short jacket. As she had 
been doing a hard labour term, her lovely hair had been 
shaven off, but it was just long enough again now to stay 
down. 

At midday dinner was served. There was very little variety 
about it, they said, but it was very good always. First of all 
there was a good borshch with a slice of meat in it and a piece 
of bread. Then there was goulash with mashed potatoes, 
followed by either kissel or stewed apples. 

We had plenty of time to exchange our stories. Carola had 
been longest in prison, having been arrested in the autumn 
of 1936. She had been a top-line star in Germany and 
tremendously popular with her public. However, she had 
always been anti-Nazi, and when the Nazis came to power in 
1933 she had, like so many others, gone first to Prague. In 
Prague she had met and married a Geiman engineer from 
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Roumania. He was a Communist and burning to go to the 
Soviet Union and help in the building up of Socialism. As 
soon as things could be arranged, they had left for Moscow, 
where Carola had begun to work in films and on the wire- 
Itess. 

She and Zensl Muehsam were mixed up in the same “case.” 
They both came from Munich, and whilst they were in 
Prague they had met an old Mimich acquaintance, Erich 
Wollenberg, who had held a high command in the Red 
Army, but who by that time had broken with the Soviet Union 
and the Communist Party. Neither Carola nor Zensl belonged 
to the Party, so they were not subject to the Party discipline, 
which would have prevented their associating with Wollen- 
berg. Wollenberg gave Carola the address of a friend of his 
in Moscow, and Carola got in touch with the man when she 
arrived. That and her association with Wollenberg was the 
cause of her arrest. The G.P.U. indictment turned her into 
a secret courier of the “Trotskyite” Wollenberg, and she had 
been sentenced to ten years’ hard labour. During the period 
she spent on remand in the Lubianka, she had attempted to 
take her life by slashing her wrists with a piece of metal she 
had got hold of. Her husband had also been arrested; why 
she did not know. But her greatest sorrow was that she had 
never been allowed to see her little son again. He was a year 
old at the time of her arrest. 

Carola showed me a photo of him and a letter from the 
woman in charge of the children’s home in Kazan where he 
was being kept. It showed a sturdy little fellow quite naked 
and hugging a teddy bear. The letter was charming and Carola 
would read it again and again. It described the child’s character 
and his ways, and said he was very intelligent and lovable. 
It was the letter of a woman with a heart and it greatly 
consoled Carola. She described the long and wearisome 
struggle she had had with the prison authorities before she 
had succeeded in finding out anything about him and getting 
permission to receive this letter and photo. 

The only trouble in our cell was the children. Quite a 
number of our cell mates had left young children behind, and 
many of them were not so fortunate as Carola, who at least 
knew where her little son was. Hilde Loewen had a three- 
year-old daughter of whose fate and whereabouts she was 
totally ignorant; and it was the same with Klara. 
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Zensl Muehsam had the darkest forebodings. ^‘Who knows 
what the G.P.U. has in mind with us. It’s quite possible they 
intend to make some sort of a bargain with Hitler and 
hand us all over. I’ll throw myself under the train first. I ^ 
won’t let them take me back to Nazi Germany alive.” ^ 

Zensl’s husband, the famous anarchist, Erich Muehsam, was 
murdered by the Nazis in Oranienburg concentration camp in 
1934. He was slowly tortured to death. Zensl had left Germany 
the same year to lecture abroad about the horrors of Nazi 
concentration camps and prisons. She had made it her mission 
to tell the world the truth about National Socialism it was 
so unwilling to hear. In Prague she had worked together with 
the Communist Red Aid, which had assisted her to get her 
material published. The leader of the International Red Aid, 
Stassova, then invited her to go to Moscow. Zensl, who had 
joined the Communist Party, had not been spoiled by it. 
She was an upright character who spoke her own mind once 
she had made it up. She lived in Moscow as Stassova’s guest 
and had a room in the Hotel Novaya Moskaya. She had not 
been in Moscow long before many things became clear to her, 
and then she did not hesitate to criticize openly. The end, of 
course, was inevitable. From being an honoured guest, she 
became a prisoner. Before the examining magistrate, she found 
herself faced with the same indictment as Carola: allegedly 
she was a secret courier of the “Trotskyite” Wollenberg. 
Then after a few months in prison she was suddenly released. 
The news of her arrest and inprisonment had become known 
abroad and caused a disagreeable amount of publicity and a 
great number of protests. 

Zensl was even allowed to return to her room in the Novaya 
Moskaya. By this time she had only one thought: how to get 
out. She wrote to her sister in the United States, and they 
succeeded in getting an entrance permit for her. Whilst she 
was still waiting for a Russian permit to leave, the G.P.U. 
arrested her a second time. They were more expeditious on 
this occasion, and within a week or so she had been sentenced 
by a Special Commission to eight years’ forced labour in a 
camp. She was sent to a camp in European Russia, where, 
according to her account, conditions must have been much 
better than in Karaganda. The women were chiefly engaged 
in sewing. 

Zensl was about sixty, but she was slim and upright and she 
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moved like a young woman. Her grey hair was worn in a neat 
plait around her head. Her spirit was completely unaffected 
by her experiences and she never complained about her fate. 
Her calm bearing was an example and a strength to us all. 
Her husband still played a tremendous part in her life, and his 
name was constantly on her lips: “Even then Erich said . . 
“If Erich were still aKve . . And she told us calmly of his 
sufferings in Oranienburg and of her constant attempts to 
secure his release which had ended only on the day they had 
led her in to see his dead body. 

Roberta Gropper, a former Communist Member of the 
German Reichstag, was another one I knew from Germany, 
She had been in prison awaiting sentence — there were no 
trials — ^for two years. She had never been sentenced and now 
she was here with us waiting for what came next. The charge 
against her was that she had belonged to “the Neumann 
group.’’ Her face had that deadly pallor which a long time 
spent in prison gives, and there were deep rings under her 
eyes. She tortured herself trying to arrive at some satisfactory 
explanation for all that had happened, including her own 
fate. One day she asked me whether, if I got free, I would 
make public everything I knew about the Soviet Union, and 
when I said I certainly should because we had kept silent too 
long and to keep silent any longer meant connivance with the 
G.P.U. terror, she was shocked. 

“You shouldn’t do that,” she said anxiously. “If you deprive 
them of their illusions, you rob them of their last hope.” 

“I don’t agree,” I said. “Illusions of that sort are dangerous.” 

After a while the machine began to work. Three women 
jfrom our cell were called away with their things and never 
returned. A few days later three others went, and again we 
knew nothing of their fate. Then two newcomers joined us. 
They were from a concentration camp in Central Siberia. 
One of them was a Jewess named Fishmann, and the other 
was a German girl who had worked as a typist in the Comin- 
tern headquarters. When I listened to them, I was astounded 
at how qtiickly I had discarded concentration camp habits and 
the camp outlook. Karaganda seemed years ago. They told us 
that on their way back they had travelled for days on a sledge 
together with two Germans: Hugo Eberlein, who was suffering 
from asthma, and a younger man who had an unhealed wound 
in his leg. They also said they had met Kaethe Schulz 
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in Kotlas on her way to a concentration camp in Eastern 
Siberia. Later I heard a report that Eberlein had died. 

In the meantime, the life of those who were left went on in 
the same pleasant lines. We received books from the prison 
library, could buy things freely from the prison canteen and we 
had an hour’s exercise each day. One of us, a fresh-air fanatic 
who had stayed out too long in the yard, got frost-bite in both 
cheeks. It was af hard winter. The glass of our windows was 
frozen over, and every morning there were icicles on the 
pfortutchka^ the little window which could still be opened in 
severe weather. The wardresses undoubtedly had special instruc- 
tions for dealing with us for we never heard the word Davai! 
or the word schtraf (punishment), and when we exercised we 
could look around us to our hearts’ content; no more: “Hands 
behind your back!” “Eyes down!” 

After about a week of this wonderful life most of us had a 
touch of gastric trouble. We had probably eaten too much 
and the food was too rich compared with what we had been 
accustomed to. Zensl, as Cell Senior, asked the wardress for 
some medicine. Instead of that, a white-robed doctor appeared, 
flanked by two nurses. We were all put to bed and examined 
with great thoroughness. Then we were told to stay in bed 
for a day or two on medicine and diet. The doctor visited 
us three times a day for several days until he finally pronounced 
us fit and well again. We lay in bed and laughed and joked. 
In Siberia a woman could have bloody diarrhoea for weeks 
and not a soul bothered his head about her, but here when 
we had a slight gastric indisposition of no consequence all the 
resources of medical science were mobilized to cure us. Why 
had our lives and well-being suddenly become so valuable to 
the G.P.U.? 

There were one or two women in our cell who recovered 
from their experiences only very slowly. The worst was per- 
haps Betty Olberg, who weighed only about seventy pounds. 
Wally Adler was also very pale and still weak. She had been 
very roughly handled during the examinations. According to 
the indictment, her parents had been associated with Trotsky 
abroad, and through them she was supposed to be in touch 
with him. That was a very serious matter and they exerted a 
great deal of pressure on her to make her “confess.” 

Once on our way to the wash-room we saw a number of 
clean enamel plates and dishes outside a cell door. So there 
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were other magic cells in the Butirkaj and other privileged 
prisoners in them? We discussed the matter excitedly in the 
wash-room and arranged that when we passed the cell on our 
way back we would scuffle with our feet and shout out some- 
thing in German. Let the wardress make a report if she 
Hked. 

The stratagem worked perfectly. The wardress did her 
best to keep us quiet and hurry us on, but a voice had shouted 
to us from the other side of the cell door in German. They 
were perhaps the women they had taken out of our cell. But 
why? What had happened to them in the meantime? Why 
weren’t they sent back to us? There was plenty of room in our 
cell. We arranged that the next ones who were taken away 
should leave us a message in the wash-room. We found a 
suitable place in a corner where, we discovered, we could 
write on the wall in soap. The very next day three more were 
taken away, including Carola. The day after that, when we 
went to the wash-room, we looked anxiously for a message. 
There was none. Had the wardress seen it perhaps and wiped 
it away? 

We had to contain our curiosity as best we could, and 
indeed, our life had many distractions. The only non-German 
amongst us was Frau Fekete, a Hungarian. She was a hair- 
dresser and beauty expert by profession, and she gave us the 
benefit of all her arts. She washed our hair, cut it, set it, 
massaged our faces and generally transformed our appearance. 
Old, long-forgotten female vanities came to life again, as we 
prepared ourselves for freedom. One of our fellow prisoners 
had been a teacher of gymnastics and she began exercises 
with those of us who were interested. I remember Carola, who, 
like most of us, was beginning to put on weight, looking over 
her shoulder at her haunches and sighing: woman with a 

fat bottom can never be a convincing tragedienne.” 

About ten days after Carola had been taken out with two 
others, Betty Olberg, Klara and I had to go. We were ail in 
much better spirits, and this parting was not so sad as the 
others had been. We all felt fairly confident that we should 
see each other in freedom again. 

“Don’t forget,” said Zensl. “If you really do get out of this 
country, get into touch with the chemist de Witt in Eyndhuisen 
and let him know all about me.” 

I promised and then we went out with the wardress. We 
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were taken into another wing of the prison and then each shut 
up in a separate rabbit-hutch, the almost forgotten sobatcknik. 
After our recent treatment, this seemed an unnecessary indignity 
and it irritated me. However, perhaps we were getting over- 
confident. I was not kept in this confined space for long, 
and a soldier then took me off to a door before which I had to 
deposit my bundle. In the room two G.P.U. officers were 
sitting at a tabFe, and they invited me in a friendly tone to 
take a seat, I did so. 

“How is your health? Do you feel quite well? Have you made 
a good recovery?’’ 

Apparently, despite the sohatchnik^ there was to be no relapse. 
Their attitude was comforting. They ran through the papers 
on the desk before them. 

“Have you relatives abroad?” one asked. 

“Yes,” I replied eagerly. This was it, then. “I have a 
sister in Paris and I have permission to go to France from the 
French Consulate. ...” 

He interrupted me: “No; I mean in Germany.” 

That was a shock. “What is to happen to me?” I blurted 
out. “Where are you going to send me?” 

“I am not allowed to give you any information on that 
score,” he replied. “You will learn in good time. That’s 
all.” 

My escort was already behind me, and I got up and went 
out, my head in a whirl and my heart in my boots. I quite 
forgot my bundle and the soldier picked it up and carried it. 
I was locked up again in the sobatchnik and tried to sort out 
my impressions. What were they going to do with me? It 
looked very much as though ... It hardly bore thinking about. 
After about ten minutes I was taken out of the sobatchnik and 
led oflf with the other two to the cell before which we had 
seen the clean enamel plates. The door was unlocked and we 
went in. The cell had only one occupant. It was Carola. She 
was delighted to see us, but then she began to sob. Gradually 
we discovered what had happened. She had already been 
before the same commission and they had asked her more or 
less the same questions, but then suddenly one of the officers 
had said: 

“Would you like to work for us? For the N.K.V.D., I mean.” 

At first Carola had hardly been able to believe her ears. 
She had been sentenced to ten years’ hard labour as a 
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“Trotskyite” coiirier and had already served three years, and 
now they were suggesting that she should spy for the G.P.U.! 
She refused in great excitement. Become a Russian spy? 
Never. 

- “Calm yourself, Citizen Neher,” the officer had replied. 
“Calm yourself. We’ll give you time to think it over. Perhaps 
that will make a difference.” 

She had then been taken to a part of the’Butirka she had 
never been in before and placed in a single cell. The central 
heating had been cut off; there was no bed, not even a mattress 
and no blanket. There she had stayed for three days without 
food. On the fourth day the heating was turned on and they 
gave her a mattress, a pillow and blankets and meals. This 
went on for a number of days and then she was taken before 
the two G.P.U. officials again, and the same question was 
asked. Again she had refused; “I should be no use at all for 
that sort of work.” 

She had then been placed in the cell we were now in. We 
were shocked at her story. We certainly had been over- 
confident ever to forget that we were still in the hands of the 
G.P.U. 

Carola sat on the edge of her bed despondently. 

“It’s all up with me,” she said. “Now I’ve refused to spy 
for them, they’ll never let me go. And they certainly won’t 
let me get out of the country.” 

We tried to console her. “But why not, Carola? After all, 
I don’t suppose they want anybody who’s unwilling. They 
just tried it, and now they’ve seen it didn’t work they’ve put 
you back with us. That looks as though we’re all going to 
be treated the same way, doesn’t it? Otherwise they’d have 
left you in solitary.” 

Gradually Carola calmed down. Our life went on as before. 
There was goulash with mashed potatoes for midday and 
noodles with meat in the evening. When we went out to the 
wash-room I remembered our arrangement. “We must leave 
a message. What shall we say?” 

We took a piece of soap. Finally, I wrote the following 
whilst the others listened at the door for the wardress: 

“Been before commission. Were asked about relatives in 
Germany. No reply to question: what is to happen to us? 
Carola with us. All well. Reply.” 

The nest day when we were taken to the wash-room we 
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hurried over to the corner as soon as the wardress had gone, 
and there was our answer: 

‘‘Thanks. Know anything about the future? Where was 
Carola? Regards,” 

We answered the questions as well as we could, and then 
filled up the rest of the space with odds and ends, just hke you 
do on a postcard when there’s still some space left. The next 
day the answer Vas always waiting for us. 

Carola was our Cell Senior. One morning the door of the 
cell opened and there stood the korpusnoi^ whom we seldom saw. 

“Cell Senior, forward,” he said, and his voice was stern. 
Carola went forward. “Your cell has constantly written up 
messages in German on the wall of the wash-room,” he said. 
“That means severe punishment.” 

Carola had on her best air of innocence. “But that’s quite 
impossible,” she said amiably. “There must be some mistake, 
I’m sure.” 

“Be quiet,” he ordered. “There’s no mistake. We know 
perfectly well you did it.” 

The cell door closed with a bang. We looked at each other. 
What would happen now? 

“Forbidden messages mean solitary at least,” said Carola. 
“They needn’t even bother to find out who actually wrote it; 
all four of us will get it.” 

“So what?” I said. “They’ve got their reasons for treating 
us as they’ve been doing, and they won’t change just on that 
account.” 

I was right. The day passed and the next day and the day 
after that, and nothing happened — at least notlung happened 
in connection with our offence, but something else happened, 
something extraordinary. We were taken out of our cell and 
led to a room equipped as a hairdresser’s, with wash-basins 
and mirrors, and there we sat and had our hair trimmed, 
washed and set. 

When we were back in our cell we discussed the implications. 
We came to the conclusion that our release must be very near 
now; they would not attend to our hair and make us look as 
decent as possible in order to send us to Siberia again. Even 
Carola was convinced, and our spirits rose. A great deal of 
our time was spent wrapped up in blankets playing chess. 
The cell was heated, but obviously the temperature reckoned 
with supplementary heat from a full complement of prisoners, 
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and the four of us were not enough to keep it up to a comfort- 
able level. However, it was not bad enough to cause us any 
great inconvenience. 

Another pleasant surprise was in store for us. One day we 
were taken out of our cell into a room full of women’s clothing 
of all sorts, and there we were equipped with clothing, shoes, 
hats, coats, gloves. The things were second-hand and rather 
old-fashioned, but they were far better than anything we 
possessed. In addition, they were another proof, almost indisput- 
able, that we were a step nearer to freedom. 

At this time I became very good friends with Carola. I had 
often seen her on the stage, as Haitang in the Chalk Circle of 
Klabund and later in Brecht and Weil’s version of The Beggar's 
Opera, but I had not known her personally. She seemed to me 
even more beautiful now than then. She had recovered her 
confidence sufficiently to think of plans for the future. 

This went on for about another week or ten days, and then 
one morning the cell hatch opened. “EUara Vater, Betty 
Olberg and Margarete Buber-Neumann: get ready. With 
things.” The hatch slammed to. We stood there motionless. 
Carola’s name was not included. No one could find a word 
to say. Carola wsilked over to her bed and sat down. Mechanic- 
ally, we collected our things. The cell door opened and the 
wardress appeared. 

“Come along,” she said. “Don’t hang around. There’s no 
time to lose.” 

We embraced Carola. She put her arms round me and hugged 
me tight. “Good luck,” she sobbed. “Good-bye and good luck.” 

I never saw her again and I have never been able to find out 
what happened to her. 

This time we were taken direct to the office of the Governor 
and were not first put into the sobatchnik. I went inside first 
whilst the other two waited outside in the corridor. There 
were five G.P.U. officials at a long table. One of them handed 
me a paper: “Can you read Russian?” he asked. I nodded and 
took it from him. It was a printed form, but in one place had 
been typed: “The sentence of five years’ reformatory labour 
passed on Margarete Genrichovna Buber-Neumann is com- 
muted into immediate expulsion from the territory of the 
Soviet Union.” 

“Sign it,” he said and handed me a pen. 

“Where am I being sent to?” I asked. 
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“I can give you no information about that,” he said. “Sign 
it. You’ll find out that in good time.” 

Whilst I still hesitated about signing anything at all in this 
cotmtry, Klara was led in. She couldn’t speak or read Russian, 
and so I had to translate it for her. The text was in essence 
the same as on my form. “Sign it,” said the official. Suddenly 
everyone seemed in a great hurry. 

“I won’t sign It until you give me back my child,” declared 
Klara. Her voice trembled, but her face showed desperate 
determination. “Give me back my child and then I’ll go at 
once.” 

I translated what she said. The official was furious. “Sign 
it,” he insisted. “We’ve got no time for that now. Your child 
will be sent after you. Sign it now, quickly.” 

“I won’t. I won’t,” she said desperately. “Not without my 
child. I won’t go.” 

The officials looked at each other doubtfully. 

“Very well, then,” the one said finally. “Write an application 
at once.” 

They put us both in a cell and gave us paper and ink and 
I wrote the application in Russian: “I, Klara Vatter, etc., 
am prepared to leave the territory of the Soviet Union as soon 
as my child . . . who was taken away firom me on the day of 
my arrest in Samara, etc.” And she signed it. 

Klara remained behind in the cell, and I never saw her 
again or heard whether she got out with her child, or what 
happened to her. Betty Olberg and I were hurried along the 
corridors and through the vogsal out to the prison gates, where 
a Black Maria was waiting. We climbed in and were immedi- 
ately locked in two cells. There were other prisoners in the 
wagon and we heard men’s voices. “Who are you?” someone 
called out. “German?” 

We told them our names and they immediately began to 
ask about this, that and the other woman; their wives, appa- 
rently, but we could tell them nothing. The Black Maria 
had started up immediately we got inside, and once again 
we heard the sounds of Moscow’s trafiic. After a while it 
stopped and Betty Olberg and I got out first and were taken 
through a goods yard to where an ordinary prison coach of 
the Stolypin type stood on the rails. I recognized the White 
Russian Station in the distance. It was firom here that the 
trains went to Poland and the West. Betty had difficulty in 
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keeping up. ‘They’re sending us to Germany,” I whispered. 
“You can go nowhere else from this station.” 

We clambered into the prison coach. As we went along the 
corridor, I saw that there were already many prisoners in 
the compartments. They seemed to be all men. Indistinguish- 
able faces were pressed against the bars as we passed. Was 
Heinz there? My heart beat high with hope. He might be! 
We were taken down to the last compartmeiit and locked in 
together. There was a confusion of voices as the men asked 
for information, chiefly about their wives. “Has anyone of 
you seen Heinz Neumann or heard anything about him?” 
I called. Not one of them had seen him, or knew where he was, 
or what had happened to him. 

There were a number of uniformed G.P.U. officials and 
one woman in the corridor, but they made no attempt to 
interfere with us or to prevent our shouting from compartment 
to compartment. Gradually the talk ceased. We had not been 
able to give them any information about their wives, and they 
knew nothing about Heinz. There was nothing Betty wanted 
to find out. Her husband had been sentenced to death and 
executed in the first big Moscow trial in 1936, and she had 
been sentenced to hard labour. She was very ailing, and she 
had not made a good recovery even during our pleasant weeks 
in the Butirka. She lay on the bunk and breathed heavily 
from the excitement and exertion of the past few hours. Her 
hair had been shaven off in prison and it had not grown 
sufficiently in the Butirka to lie down. It was thick, wiry hair 
and it stood out from her head like a golliwog’s. Her face was 
grey and her eyes sunken. In prison she had made an attempt 
to commit suicide by throwing herself over some banisters. 

After a while our coach was shunted on to the end of a 
train. There was no window in our compartment, but we 
could see a little of the outside world through a barred window 
on the other side of the corridor. Our journey started- It was a 
fast train apparently and it stopped at very few stations. 
The rattling made it impossible to talk from compartment to 
compartment and the only chance was at stops or when we 
went to the lavatory. 

There were seven men in each of the other compartments. 
Only one face was familiar to me. It was a Hungarian emigrant 
who had been Chief Editor of the Communist daily, Ruhr Echo. 
He seemed to have forgotten me. We could only spend a 
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minute or two at the bars talking to them. I found it strange 
that they all seemed so certain that we were not being handed 
over to the Nazis. According to them, we would change trains 
at Minsk and then go north to be put over the Lithuanian 
frontier. The idea that the Soviet Government would hand t!s 
over, all anti-Nazis, to the Nazi authorities was one they 
refused to accept. 

During the journey we were well treated and well fed. 
There was bread and butter, cheese and tinned meat, and tea 
to drink, and each smoker received a packet of cigarettes a 
day. The guards were friendly and obliging, but they refused 
to tell us anytliing about where we were going. Our men 
began to sing, A favourite song was the ‘‘Solovski Lied,’’ 
text and music by a young German actor named Drach. 
There were three or four former members of the Austrian 
Schutzbund with us, and they sang their song. “We comrades 
of the mountains.” Betty and I made ourselves a chess set 
out of bread and we sat and played for hours, chatting and 
listening with pleasure to the men singing. 

And then we passed through Minsk and the train continued 
on its way towards Poland. At last the men believed. There 
was no more singing. They refused the next meal. It was 
tinned peas and meat. The escort tried to persuade them to 
eat. “Eat whilst you can,” they said. “You may not get the 
chance to eat so well for a long time.” 

Although I had thought we were to be sent back to Germany, 
I now realized how strongly I had clung to the faint hope 
that after ail we should branch off at Minsk. . . . 

But there it was. At last the train came to a halt, and for 
the last time we heard the familiar shout: “Get ready. With 
things.” The compartment doors were unlocked and we left 
the coach, got down the steep iron rungs to the permanent 
way and stood around shivering in the cold air. A httle distance 
away was a station. We could just see the name on a nearby 
signal box: “Brest-Litovsk.” 

There were twenty-eight men and Betty and I in our group. 
Betty and I, an old professor and a prisoner with a wounded 
leg were taken on in a lorry. The men had to walk. We got 
out on the Russian side of the Brest-Litovsk bridge and waited 
for them to come up, looking across the bridge into occupied 
Poland. The men arrived and then a group of G.P.U. men 
crossed the bridge. We saw them returning ^ter a while, and 
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the group was larger. There were S.S. officers with them. 
The S.S. commandant and the G.P.U. chief saluted each 
other. The Russian was a good head taller than the German. 
He took some papers from a bright leather case and began 
tC) read out a list of names. The only one I heard was ‘‘Margar- 
ete Genrichovna Buber-Neumann.’’ Some of our group 
began to protest and to argue with the G.P.U. One of them 
was a Jew, who claimed he was Hungarian, another was a 
young worker from Dresden, who had been mixed up in a 
clash with Nazis in 1933 as a result of which a Nazi had been 
killed. He had succeeded in escaping to Soviet Russia. At the 
trial the others had put all the blame on to him, knowing, or, 
rather, thinking, him safe in the Soviet Union. His fate was 
certain. 

We went over the bridge. The three who had protested 
were hustled along with the rest. Further resistance was 
useless and they resigned themselves to their fate. When we 
were halfway across the bridge I looked back. The G.P.U. 
officials still stood there in a group watching us go. Behind 
them was Soviet Russia. Bitterly I recalled the Communist 
litany: Fatherland of the Toilers; Bulwark of Socialism; 
Haven of the Persecuted . . . 
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PART II 


NAZI CONCENTRATION CAMP, RAVENSBRUECK 

From Brest-Litovsk we were sent on in cattle-trucks 
to Bialas. There we were lined up and then marched through 
the streets under S.S. guard. Two of the men supported Betty, 
who was unable to walk alone. We came to a halt before what 
looked like a church door. An S.S man pulled a chain, and 
somewhere far away a friendly bell jangled. This was the prison 
of Bialas. The door opened and we went inside. A man in 
civilian clothes was apparently the Governor. After various 
formalities had been complied with, he looked at Betty and 
me doubtfully. 

“What can I do with them?” he said. “I can’t put them in 
with the women here, whores and suchlike. Perhaps they had 
better go in with their menfolk.” 

We were all put together in a large room with real windows. 
It was so cold that there was ice on the walls. It was a strange 
sort of prison. There were no meals and no heating. Prisoners 
who had money could buy food and fuel. Those who had 
none went without. Prisoners from the town had their food 
brought into the prison by their relatives and friends. We had 
no money, of course, but we had something just as good — 
cigarettes. It was here we first discovered the important role 
of the cigarette as currency. After a little bargaining, a youth 
who served as messenger brought along loads of fuel and got 
the stove going in our room which soon became comfortably 
warm. 

Along one side of the room ran a wooden bench with 
sleeping places for fifteen. The rest had to lie on the floor on 
straw. Betty and I had the warmest places nearest the stove. 
The door to the room was left open in order to permit Betty 
and I to go to the lavatory, which was in the corridor. When 
we were in the corridor and unwatched, we could not resist 
the temptation to lift up the spy-hole covers and look into the 
cells. Most of the men inside were Chinese pedlars who had 
been arrested by the Germans. Some of them were marching 
up and down swinging their arms to keep warm. One of the 
cells was more like a furnished room, A Polish aristocrat 
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occupied this. He had a manservant to wait on him and the 
priest came to visit him regularly. He had his own food brought 
in and always a bottle of wine. This was a very Christian and 
Catholic prison. In the main hall was a huge crucifix, and on 
Sundays there was a religious service, and then they all knelt 
down together: the hungry and the well-fed, the shivering 
and those who had wine with their meals. 

In our cell we shared what we had and obtained more by 
bargaining with the cigarettes we had left. We were soon 
talking about our experiences. Most of the men had had a 
very bad time. Many of them had been beaten up when they 
refused to “confess’’ and admit the truth of the fantastic 
charges against them. One of them told us how his friend 
had been beaten until he could stand it no longer and had 
committed suicide by throwing himself out of the window 
of the G.P.U. investigator’s room. Several of them had been 
imprisoned in the notorious Solovki Prison, an old monastery 
in the Arctic Regions, and most of them had been sentenced 
to between ten and fifteen years. Out of the twenty-eight, 
only one or two were not members of either the German or 
Austrian Communist Party, but now they all hated the 
Stalinist regime, which was not surprising. Some of them were 
even beginning to discover favourable points in National 
Socialism: progressive elements in the methods of government 
and Socialist elements in the economic system and the labour 
laws. And almost all of them were sure that Germany would 
win and that National Socialism was due, if not exactly for 
a thousand years’ reign, at least for a long term of existence. 
I found it depressing to listen to them. They had suffered; 
they had been deceived and betrayed; and now they despaired. 

From Thomas M., one of the men I had known in Berlin, 
where he had worked for some years in the Western European 
Bureau, I obtained the only reliable information I had had 
about Heinz. Thomas M. had shared a cell in Solovki Prison 
with an Englishman named Hamilton Gold. From Gold he 
had heard that Heinz had been his cell-mate in the Butirka in 
the summer of 1938. That was eighteen months after his 
arrest. His spirit then was still unbroken and he had not signed 
anything. All the others could only repeat what they had heard 
indirectly: that he had been sentenced to death, that he had been 
sentenced to hard labour; that he was still in an Isolator, and so on. 

Incidentally, the story of Hanailton Gold w^s interesting, 
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In about 1935, this young man — ^he was about twenty-five 
then — ^had come to Russia with an Intourist party. He was 
an enthusiastic Communist and Russia was the land of promise 
for him. Whilst he was in Moscow he made the acquaintance 
of a Russian who suggested that he should stay in the Soviet 
Union and work at his job — he was a wireless mechanic. 
He agreed with alacrity. Then came the Spanish Civil War 
and the Russians sent him to Spain as a wireless technician. 
Towards the end of 1937, when the Russians suddenly pulled 
out with bag and baggage, Hamilton Gold was in Barcelona. 
Whilst there, he was invited to go on board a Russian ship 
in the harbour to examine a new type of wireless apparatus. 
He went on board and was then prevented from leaving. He 
was taken off at Odessa as a prisoner. From there he was taken 
to Moscow and brought before the examining judge on a 
charge of espionage. His sentence was ten years’ hard labour. 
In case that sounds fantastic, be it added that something of 
the same sort happened to almost all those who were in Russian 
service in Spain. They probably knew too much. 

At midday on the second day we were taken out of the 
prison of Bialas to a kitchen of the National Socialist Welfare 
organization, where we were given pea soup, a day’s bread 
ration and some marmalade. One of the prisoners, a former 
member of the Red Seamen’s Union, greeted the S.S, men 
with upraised arm and '^'Heil Hitler.” Willi B., who was 
walking next to me, winked. “Some of them are getting their 
hands in quickly,” he said. 

During our stay in Bialas many new illusions were born. 
“They’re treating us quite decently, I must say.” “Perhaps 
there’ll be an amnesty for returning Politicals.” Many of 
the men thought they would be called up for military service 
immediately. “Anything’s better than a Russian prison.” 
After about a week we were all put into an ordinary passenger 
train and sent oflf in the direction of Warsaw. The train was 
unheated and without lights, and very few lights were burning 
in the stations through which we passed. The main topic of 
conversation was still our possible fate. Perhaps we were going 
straight through to Berlin? Would we get a chance of informing 
our relatives? 

I got talking with the Hungarian emigrant. “At least I’ve 
got no illusions,” he said, “I’m a Hungarian citizen, and I 
think there’s litde doubt about my fate. They’ll hand me over 
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to the Hungarian authorities for certain. I left Hungary 
after the collapse of the Soviet Republic in 1919. If you do 
get free, let my wife’s relatives know what has happened to 
me.” And he gave me the name and address. As far as he 
knew, his wife was still under arrest in Russia. 

^The next morning our train stopped in Lublin and we all 
had to get out. We marched through the streets. Betty still 
had to be helped along. It was here that I saw bomb damage 
for the first time. The general atmosphere was depressing. 
There were few people on the streets, but from doorways and 
windows I saw curious faces looking at our little column as 
we passed. We were taken into the Ghetto, to a great square 
building which turned out to be the prison of Lublin, where 
we stayed for the next two weeks. Here for the first time we 
came into the hands of the Gestapo. An official in civilian 
clothes gave us each a form to fill in, requiring name, date of 
birth, date of joining the Communist Party, positions held in 
it, date of emigration, position occupied in Russia, date of 
arrest by the G.P.U., sentence, and so on. It was here that 
Betty and I parted from the men to go into the women’s 
wing. We were placed in a cell with six other women, including 
Frau Fon and Frau Fekete, the Hungarian, who had also 
been deported from Russia. Apparently Lublin was the 
clearing station at which transports of prisoners were put 
together to go further inland. Seventeen women and 130 men 
were waiting for transport. They had all been deported from 
Russia and handed over to the Nazis. 

‘‘Are you Gretchen?” a young, fair-haired girl asked me. 
I was astonished. There were only two people who ever called 
me Gretchen, and they were Heinz and Hilde D. “I am,” 
I said, '‘but how did you come to know that name?” 

'T was in prison in Kazan with Hilde D.,” she replied. 
"She told me to keep my eyes open for you and to tell you 
what had happened to her if ever I met you.” 

Hilde, it appeared, had received ten years’ hard labour for 
her alleged membership of the "Neumann group,” and she 
had received a letter from her little daughter, Svietlana, 

"You wouldn’t know her now,” the girl said. "Her hair’s gone 
quite white, though she isn’t more than thirty, as you know.” 

Hilde was a Czech citizen, and we discussed what we could 
do for her if we got free. At least we could let her parents 
know what had happened to her. 
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After about half an hour in this cell, the door opened and 
my name was called. A Gestapo man took me along a corridor. 
“You’re not as clever as you think,” he said sarcastically. 
“Don’t think you can get by with us on an assumed name. 
We know who you are.” . 

He led me into a room in which a fattish young man sat 
at a desk. Behind him stood the neatly dressed civilian, who 
had handed ouf the forms. 

“What’s your name?” asked the yoimg man at the desk. 

“Margarete Buber,” I replied. 

At that the civilian waved a form he held in his hand. 

“Don’t try any funny business with us,” he snapped. “It 
won’t pay. You’re the wife of Heinz Neumann.” 

“That’s perfectly true,” I rephed. “But as I was not officially 
married to him, my name is still Buber.” 

“Oh, I see: his girl fiiend.” 

“No. His wife.” 

“Have it your own way. So you were arrested in Moscow 
and sent to Siberia?” 

“Yes.” 

“What happened to your — fiiend — ^Heinz Neumann?” 

“My husband was arrested by the G.P.U. in 1937, and I 
haven’t seen him since.” 

“You can tell that to the Marines. He’s in Paris; working 
for the Gomintem. And so are you; you’re an agent of the 
Comintern and the G.P.U. You don’t think we’re fools enough 
to believe the Russians would hand over Heinz Neumann’s 
wife without some very good reason, do you?” 

I was then subjected to a long examination, and from some 
of the questions asked — ^for instance, what I had talked about 
to Thomas M. — I realized that someone m our group must 
have given them information. Afterwards, on the way to 
Berlin, the men told me that the former member of the Red 
Seamen’s Union had told the Gestapo about everything that 
had been said and done on the journey from Moscow to 
Lublin. Naturally, I admitted to no more than I had to, 
and when we had got, as I thought, to the end, my examiner 
asked: 

“So you’ve told us everything you know?” 

“Yes; I have.” 

“What about your sister Babette in Paris? What’s she up to?” 

And then followed a series of long and detailed questions, 
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from which I could see that he was very well informed. There 
must certainly have been a spy in my sister’s office. He knew 
everyone who worked there, and he referred to them by their 
Christian names or nicknames. 

-After this examination, I felt sure that I would be brought 
to trial on some charge or the other, and I resigned myself to 
a long period of remand for inquiries. 

The atmosphere in Lublin Prison was strange owing to the 
presence of both Gestapo and Polish prison personnel. The 
common enemy of both the prisoners and the Polish prison 
staff was the Gestapo, with the result that the Poles treated 
us as well as they could. There was a Polish doctor in the 
prison sick-ward who smuggled letters in and out for prisoners, 
and wardresses would leave the cell doors unlocked so that 
prisoners could visit each other. We heard of executions and 
escapes. In the men’s part of the prison there were said to be 
over 100 Polish priests. Almost every night we heard the 
sounds of lorries and motor cycles, and shouted commands in 
German. The old hands told us that there were constant 
raids on the Polish and Jewish population, and new prisoners 
were being brought in every night. 

There was a woman with her daughter and nine other 
women in one of the cells. She did not know who we were 
or where we came from, and she told lis with shining eyes that 
in a few days she hoped to cross the frontier into the Soviet 
Union, and then all their sufferings would be at an end. All 
those in her cell had opted for Soviet citizenship. They were 
Polish Communists. 

At first we didn’t know what to do or say, but then we 
decided that it was our duty to tell them of our own experiences. 
We explained that we, too, had gone to Russia as Communist 
political emigrants, and we told them what had happened to 
us and all the others, including the Polish Communists who 
were already there. We might have saved ourselves the trouble. 
Their faces turned to stone, and fi‘om that time on they 
avoided any contact with us, as though we were lepers. 

Every day we waited with impatience for the next transport 
from Moscow in the hope of meeting new friends and obtaining 
more information, but a week passed and none arrived. 
All seventeen of us women had now been before the Gestapo. 

The food was very poor in both quality and quantity. We 
received only about a pound of bread a day and a ladle of the 
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usual German prison soup, made of barley. There was a 
Russian woman in our ceil who spoke hardly a word of 
German. She had married a German technician in the Soviet 
Umon and now she was deported with us as a German , 
national. She accepted her fate with extraordinary indifference 
and her good spirits declined only when cigarettes grew short. 
To get cigarettes, we each contributed a little from our small 
bread ration and exchanged it with the criminal occupants 
for mahorka. 

A second week passed and still no further transport came 
from Moscow. I was taken out for examination twice more, 
but on neither occasion was the questioning anything like so 
detailed as on the first occasion. Then my finger-prints were 
taken and I was photographed. All the other women had 
vague hopes that they would be released. I had none; which, 
as it turned out, was just as well. 

The men informed us through the Polish doctor that the 
S.S. man in charge of their section had given permission for 
husbands to meet their wives if their wives were in our section. 
That applied to only one man, but about fifteen of the men 
all declared that their wives were with us and gave some name 
or the other. The S.S. man saw through the game, but appa- 
rently he had a sense of humour. 

“All right,” he said; “but when I take you over and unlock 
the door to the women’s cell if you don’t all recognize your 
wives at once and embrace and kiss them there’ll be trouble, 

I can tell you,” and off he marched them. 

We knew nothing about this arrangement and suddenly in 
the afternoon the door of our cell was unlocked and a swarm 
of men dashed in. Each of them seized the first woman to 
hand, whispering in her ear: “Pretend you’re my wife or 
there’ll be the devil to pay.” We hadn’t laughed so much for 
a long time and the S.S. man stood looking on, roaring with 
laughter at his little joke. 

That sort of thing was still possible in Lublin, but it wasn’t 
always to be as amusing as that. 

At the end of the second week in Lublin, all our women were 
taken one by one to the Gestapo — except me. They each 
returned with a form on which it said that they were to 
return at once to their home town, wherever it was, and 
report there to the Gestapo within three days of their arrival. 
The form served as a railway warrant. Frau Fekete was a 
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Hungarian Jewess, and she was released in Lublin and sent 
into the Ghetto. They all said goodbye to me and tried to 
cheer me up with words of consolation which I knew to have 
no substance. And then they went off, leaving me alone in 
the cell feeling terribly downhearted and abandoned. My only 
hope was that a new transport would soon come from Moscow 
with some of my friends in it — perhaps Carol^ and Zensl and 
the others — but the next day my cell door was unlocked and 
I was told to take my things. I was going on transport. 

I stood with my bundle and waited in the prison yard, 
filled with uncertainty and anxiety. After a while there was 
the sound of many feet and a group of forty men arrived and 
lined up. Amongst them were many of those who had come 
with us from Moscow. Out of the 150 who had been handed 
over by the Russians, the Gestapo had detained forty men 
and myself. We were to go to the Police Presidium in Berlin 
under Gestapo escort. 

A very different tone prevailed on this transport, and we 
were correspondingly depressed. At the station there was a 
special coach reserved for us with ‘'Hospital Train” painted 
on the side. Women of the German Red Cross, who had no 
idea what sort of patients we were, treated us kindly and gave 
us mugs of hot ersatz coffee. On the journey we received 
Army rations and were therefore much better fed than we had 
been in Lublin. In Warsaw our coach was attached to the 
rear of another train and we had to wait for some time. The 
town had already been badly knocked about even then, but 
the thing that struck me most was that aU the women wore hats. 
I hadn’t seen women in hats for a long time. 

On this journey everyone avoided political subjects. Some 
of the men talked about their families, and the members of 
the Schutzbund enthusiastically described ski tours they had 
made in the Austrian mountains. No one spoke of what might 
possibly await him when we got to Berlin, and behind all the 
talk was a terrible home-sickness. 

At Neu-Bentchen we had to get out and line up on the 
platform. Allegedly, we were to spend the night in the local 
prison, but after waiting around for a long time we were 
ordered back into the coach again. It was said that the prison 
at Neu-Bentchen was too full to accommodate us. The next 
stop was Schwiebus, and there we got out again and the train 
went on without us. Silently we marched through the darkened 
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streets to the prison, but it was an odd prison when we got 
there. In the half-light it looked like a big peasant house, and 
when we went inside we found a large hall with curtains at 
the windows and tables and chairs around as though in a , 
restaurant. Either there was no proper prison in Schwiebtts, 
or, what was more likely, it was too full to take us. The place 
was a sort of hostel, and the man and his wife who were 
running it looked curiously at this mob which had invaded 
them, dressed in old-fashioned and rather comic clothes — 
the kit the G.P.U. had thought suitable for Europe. The 
Gestapo gave instructions to the landlord and we heard 
ourselves referred to as “returned emigrants.” We all sat 
down at the tables and were served with an evening meal as 
though we were paying guests. 

We spent five comparatively happy days in this place, 
and after a while our spirits revived and we began to sing and 
laugh again as only prisoners can for whom a few happy days 
can always be the last for a long time or for ever. 

On the third day the door opened. Someone shouted, 
^^AchtungP^ and we all got to our feet. A crowd of uniformed 
S.S. officers and Gestapo men came in and inspected us. They 
were the local lights of Schwiebus. One of them, apparently 
the Commandant, made a short speech: 

“You have experienced the blessings of Communism at first 
hand and we should like to regard you as cured. You are 
returning to a very different Germany. Naturally, you will 
have to go through a course of preparatory training before 
you can have the honour of assisting in the building up of the 
Greater German Reich. We will now sing the German National 
Anthem.” 

And the S.S. and Gestapo men thrust their hands into the 
air in the Hitler salute and began to sing Deutschland^ Deutsch- 
land ueber AllesJ^^ Hesitantly, our men followed suit, and there 
were very few who did not raise their arms and join in the 
singing. Amongst these latter was the Jew from Hungary. 

For a long time after they had gone we sat there with 
hanging heads hardly daring to look at each other. “What 
did he mean by preparatory training?” someone said at last. 
“Oh, a few months in a camp, I expect,” replied an optimist; 
“and then we shall be able to go home.” At the thought they 
brightened up, and before long they began to sing folk-songs, 
led by Wilhelm Koenig, a former German Communist Deputy 

175 



from Central Germany. Again and again one heard: ''When I 
once get out of this Fm finished with politics for good. Fve 
had my bellyful.” On the whole, they were optimistic, except 
the young workman firom Leipzig who had tried to resist at 
the Brest-Litovsk bridge. As the days went by, he grew more 
and more restless. He was unable to sit still for more than a 
few minutes together, and then he would get up and wander 
off somewhere else. He remembered 1933 and he was fright- 
ened. We tried to establish contact with the outside world 
and perhaps get messages out, but it was impossible. The 
hostel was closely guarded day and night. 

On the morning of the sixth day two covered police lorries 
drew up before the hostel. Commands were shouted and 
suddenly everyone had the face of a prisoner again. The men 
stood to attention with their thumbs to the seams of their 
trousers, and in their eyes was fear, submission or silent 
resentment. Everything had to be done in a rush again and 
the men tumbled into the lorries to the accompaniment of 
the usual bellowing from the guards. 

I was taken to the front of one of the lorries and sat between 
the driver and a Gestapo man. It was a dull, cold miserable 
day. Snow and slush were on the streets. We passed through 
Frankfort on the Oder and then drove along the Reich’s 
Motor Road. We were apparently going the whole way by 
lorry. The whole time I was wondering what the Gestapo in 
Berhn would ask me, and how much they knew. The lorries 
travelled at a high speed and my only impression of the 
journey was of fir woods on either side and then flat, open 
country. Then we approached the eastern outskirts of Berlin. 
Berlin! It had been a far-off dream in Siberia: once again to 
be back in Berlin. But now there was no joy in my heart. 
1 sat there huddled up and I was afraid. These streets were 
not the old, familiar streets I had longed for. They were stark 
and hostile. As we turned into Alexander Platz all I noticed 
was that the Nazis had put the great, clumsy statue of 
"Berolina” back into its place. 

We got out in front of the Police Presidium, the "Alex,” 
and lined up. Passers-by stopped and looked curiously at us. 
We must have presented an odd sight with our old-fashioned 
Russian clothes. We were taken into the building, up some 
stairs, along a corridor and into a large room in which sat a 
fat official of the old school. His thermos flask and his packet 
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of sandwiches were on the desk beside him. He was Herr 
Krohne, a former traffic poKceman and now a minor official 
with the Gestapo. He read out our names, and addressed us 
all as "‘Dw,” which was an improper familiarity, and to me - 
he said in particular: “I expect you’re glad to be home?’ 

It sounded quite honest and I didn’t know whether he was 
really sympathising with me or being sarcastic at my expense. 

I produced a wan smile in answer. 

We waited for a while and then other officials came along 
and took the men away. Not one of them thought to say a word 
of farewell. It was as though we had all ceased to be individuals 
with individual fates. Then Krohne took me on a long journey 
up and down steps and along corridors, until at last we came 
to a door with an enamel plate on it with the words, ‘‘Women’s 
Department.” He rang and the door was opened by a very 
tall, very thin woman of advanced years in a white overall. 
Her hair was done in a bun on top of her head, which made 
her even taller. To my surprise, the voice of this strange 
apparition was a deep bass. It was, I subsequently discovered, 
“Aunt Annie,” the head of the Women’s Department in the 
Police Prison, Alexander Platz. Krohne had handed her over 
a paper together with me, and I stood beside her as she wrote 
all my details in a large book. I had a shock when under the 
heading “Charge” she wrote the words “High Treason.” 

“Aunt Annie” was a fixture at the “Alex.” The Nazis had 
“taken her over” from the Weimar Republic, and under her 
rule the Women’s Department of the “Alex” was an idyllic 
little oasis. Like master, like man; and all the wardresses under 
Aunt Annie were friendly and considerate. One hardly ever 
heard a snapped order. It was very different from the Butirka 
here — I mean the real Butirka, of course, and not the comedy 
that was put on specially for us at the end. When we went 
out into the yard for exercise, it was just as bare and depressing, 
but there were no shouts of “Hands behind your back!” 
“Eyes down.” Most of the women were prostitutes, and as 
they went round and round, detectives and Gestapo men 
looked down on them from the windows with an expert eye, 
and from below more than one mocking remark went up. 
The women were on the best of terms with those who had 
arrested them. 

The prison of the Police Presidium was a clearing centre 
which received prisoners arrested by ordinary detectives and 
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by the Gestapo. After a preliminary examination, prisoners 
would then usually be transferred to Moabit Prison or released. 
Long-term lodgers, as I proved to be, were rare. Every night 
groups of prostitutes picked up during raids were brought in 
{ 6 t some offence or the other, and their loud protests and jibes 
echoed down the silent corridors. 

I came into Cell No. 17. It was suppose^ to be for four 
prisoners, but sometimes there were as many as ten of us in it. 
We were all given mattresses and blankets at least. The place 
was moderately lousy, but after the Butirka a few bugs meant 
nothing to me. Unfortunately, the food was poor and there 
was very little of it. The cell had a large window of opaque 
glass which gave it the appearance of a classroom rather than 
a cell, and in one corner there was a proper water-closet. For 
a prisoner from Soviet Russia that was a great luxury. 

The door was of wood and it was covered with inscriptions 
scratched into it by former inmates. There was a representation 
of a clenched fist, with the words ‘‘Red Front!’’ underneath. 
Many of the inscriptions were of a revolutionary nature, but 
others were pious little mottoes and quotations. One read: 
“Everything comes to an end at last — even a ‘lifer.’ ” 

I spent four months in Cell No. 17 and I saw very many 
prisoners pass through, including some of the accused in the 
“Adlershof Trial.” A representative of the Comintern had 
come illegally into Germany from Denmark and begun to 
organize anti-war propaganda and the distribution of leaflets 
firom Adlershof, near Berlin. This was at the same time as 
foreign Communist refugees were being arrested in the Soviet 
Union and handed over to the Gestapo. One of these women 
was Frieda. She was put into our cell after a period in solitary. 
For a day or two she wouldn’t speak, and she sat there reading 
the Nazi Voelkischer Beobachter, Gradually she thawed and then 
we learnt her story. Her husband was a Communist who had 
been badly beaten up by the Gestapo in the notorious 
“Columbia House” after his arrest and then sent to a 
concentration camp. After his release, he had promised 
Frieda to have nothing further to do with politics, and for a 
long time everything had gone well. He had good work and 
she was expecting a baby. Then he met an old comrade on 
the street, and after that she began to notice that he was 
taking up his old connections again. She knew what that 
meant. \^en he was not to be dissuaded, she joined in with 
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him. And now they were both under arrest again, and she had 
had a still-born child. She was in great despair. “Everything 
was all right,” she would say again and again, “and then this 
happened; and now we’re both unhappy. Why, oh why?” 
She reminded me strongly of Grete Sonntag. The one pined 
away in Siberia under the G.P.U. and the other in Germany 
under the Gesti^-po One might well ask: Why? 

Her morale was quite broken. She insisted again and again 
that Germany must win the war. Didn’t I think so? I doubted 
it, and she sought to persuade me. “And then,” she said on 
another occasion, “there’s no denying that the Fuehrer has 
done a lot for us. After all, without him my husband would 
never have got work. The Gestapo official dealing with my 
case is sure the war will be over by Christmas. And then 
there might be an amnesty for political prisoners. Do you 
think I’ll get more than five years? If only my husband 
hadn’t . . .” 

Frieda was finally transferred to Moabit to await her trial 
and some time afterwards another of the Adlershof defendants 
was put into our cell. This was Melitta, who had been brought 
fr^ Moabit to the “Alex” for a confrontation. She was quite 
a different type, cheerful and confident. She had lived with 
her husband and three small children in Adlershof. Before 
1933 they had both been members of the Communist Youth 
Movement. The Communist representative had got into 
touch with them and persuaded them to take part in the 
illegal anti-war work. Melitta had typed the propaganda 
material on stencils and they had been pulled off in the cellar 
of a grocer’s shop. They had all been arrested, including the 
grocer and his wife. Melitta had admitted everything, and 
she now hoped to get off at the trial with a light sentence. 
She, too, had now come to a different opinion about National 
Socialism. “When I get free, I promised the Gestapo I would 
do everything I could for National Socialism. What a fool 
Erich is not to admit everything. It would make it so much 
easier for him.” 

“Who’s Erich?” I asked. 

“Oh, that’s the Communist representative who came in 
illegally from Denmark. I’m here for a confrontation with 
him.” 

After the confrontation, of which she said little, she seemed 
not quite so cheerful, but before long she was doing up her 
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hair, earnestly discussing summer clothes, and trying on things 
her mother had sent her. In this National Socialist prison the 
inmates were allowed to receive packets, money, letters, and 
visits from their relatives. 

"'The day after the confrontation Melitta was taken back 
to Moabit, but before long another of the Adlershof defendants 
arrived. This was Lisa, a young woman with beautiful auburn 
hair who wore a green dress which suited her excellently. 
She had a beautiful voice, and when we sang softly in the 
evenings we discovered that we knew all the same old songs. 
But sometimes depression would overtake her and then she 
would be in tears. She had not long been married. . . . “And 
the worst of it is that my husband knew nothing about it all. 
I didn’t tell him, because I didn’t want to involve him. I 
worked in the Post Office, and from there I despatched the 
illegal material. Someone gave me away. The Gestapo won’t 
get anything out of me — if only my husband doesn’t leave 
me. . . .” That was her chief worry. 

From her I learnt that Mehtta had given way first. She 
had only been a few days under arrest when she began to 
talk. It appeared that she had had a love affair with the 
Communist official, Erich, and through him she knew all the 
details of the illegal work. They confronted her with Erich 
and her husband, who both stoutly denied what she had said, 
but then they put the grocer’s wife into the same cell with 
her and Melitta had soon persuaded the woman to talk as 
well. 

Very much later, when I was already in Ravensbrueck 
concentration camp, I met another Adlershof defendant. By 
that time the trial was over. She told me that Erich had been 
decapitated and that Melitta, for all her willingness to help 
the prosecution, had got fifteen years. Most of the other 
defendants had got five years. 

At that time there were very many political prisoners in 
the “Alex.” There were several women in solitary confinement 
who were supposed to be spies, but I never had a chance of 
making their acquaintance and comparing the Gestapo 
“spies” with those of the G.P.U. Under both Gestapo and 
G.PtU., suspicion of a political offence was enough to deprive 
the suspected person of freedom for years; no ordinary legal 
proof was required. 

One day the door of our cell opened — Lisa was still with 
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me at the time — and a wardress ushered in a middle-aged 
woman with the words: ^^Now, just keep calm. You’re not the 
only one here, you know. Take it easy.” 

The newcomer was a woman of perhaps fifty, with hair 
going grey and collected into a Grecian bun in the nape i)f 
the neck. Apart from the fact that they had taken away her 
belt, in case she might hang herself with it, which made her 
dress look something like a nightgown, she was typical Pots- 
dam. She was obviously overcome with indignation and for a 
moment or two I don’t think she even saw us. 

‘‘Who do they think they are?” she inquired of high heaven. 
“Are decent citizens helpless in their hands? Is there no 
justice left in Germany? The woman was sent to spy on me. 
Are we no longer safe within our own four walls?” 

When this outburst was over, she saw us. 

“I beg your pardon,” she said formally. Her voice, too, 
was classic Potsdam “Allow me to introduce myself: Frau 
von Gehrke. Forgive me if perhaps my nerves ran away with 
me. But consider what I have experienced. I was invited to 
go to the Gestapo, and there a young lout with neither educa- 
tion nor manners informed me that I had insulted Hitler and 
other members of the Reich’s Government. That was that 
woman, you must know. She must have been sent into my 
house to spy on me. Apparently one may not express one’s 
opinions within one’s own home now. What times we are 
living in, to be sure!” 

When she grew calmer we heard the story. She had been 
denounced to the Gestapo by her charwoman. She had, it 
appeared, given the woman a newspaper to line the garbage 
bucket with, but on that particular paper was a photo of 
Hitler surrounded by his chief henchmen. And now she was 
here. 

“Just as I was,” she insisted, as though that made the 
enormity greater. “Without anything except what I stand up 
in.” 

In our situation, her misfortune seemed funny, but we 
consoled her as best we could. It cost her fourteen days with 
us, but as she had influential friends and relations the Gestapo 
let her go in the end. 

She counted amongst the Politicals, and there were quite 
a lot like her. More serious was the case of those who had 
listened to foreign broadcasts and been unable to keep what 
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they had heard to themselves. Not only had they listened, 
which was an offence, but they had “propagated” what they 
had heard, which was much worse. At that time the punishment 
was a term of hard labour, and later on there were even 
executions. Other “Politicals” were people who had bought 
“pointed” goods without surrendering points, or committed 
some such offence against the rationing system. Hardly a 
week passed without one or two of these 'people coming 
to us on their way to Moabit. 

One of our prisoners, plump Frau Globig, who was so 
tightly laced into her cornets that her generous bosom almost 
met her chin and she could hardly breathe, kept a stand in the 
Central Market. She sold fimit. She had exchanged her goods 
with another market woman who sold meat. “You know, 
oranges for a bit of liver now and again,” and she had been 
denounced by another stall-holder who had observed the 
transactions. Frau Globig was really comic in her distress. 
She bemoaned the bad luck she was having. Only a little 
while before, her “Daisy” had died. She was so upset when 
she talked about “Daisy” that we thought it was her daughter, 
but it turned out to have been her pet canary. She had its 
heart, specially embalmed, in a locket which she wore round 
her neck. They kept her in for ten days and then she was 
discharged with a caution. 

Apart from these “Politicals” and the real ones like Lisa and 
myself, there were quite a number of prisoners who had been 
arrested on racial grounds. A Jewess from Leipzig, named 
Frau Kroch was in our cell for some weeks. She had been 
caught trying to cross the frontier into Holland to follow her 
husband and her four children. She was a motherly soul and 
she took her fate philosophically. 

“At least I know they’re safe,” she said. “I stayed behind 
and let myself be seen every day until I knew they were well 
out of it.” 

When she spoke of her children, her beautiful brown eyes 
glowed with tenderness. I met her again in Ravensbrueck. 
They had cut off her hair and she went about in bare feet 
I shall never forget the sad look she gave me. She perished 
in the gas chamber in 1941. 

In the first few months of my stay in the “Alex” I was 
taken out for examination after examination. I can’t remember, 
how many different exanainers tried to make me confess that 
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I was an agent of the G.P.U. sent to Germany on behalf of 
the Comintern. On several occasions I was taken to the 
Headquarters of the Gestapo in the Prinz Albrechtstrasse. 
Often during the examinations the wireless would blare out 
some new Nazi victory, and then all the officials would forgpt 
me for the time being and rush over to a great wall map to 
shift lots of little flags to new positions. That depressed me 
more than anything. My personal fate was already settled: 
obviously, it would be either prison or concentration camp — 
but what was going to happen to Europe if Hitler won? 

Even in the dull, drab life of prison there are ups and downs. 
Sometimes I was kept in solitary confinement, and then I saw 
the sun only through fluted glass, and as I sat there I dreamt 
of summer, swimming, green meadows and trees. It was May, 
but I hadn’t seen so much as a green leaf of the spring. But 
on another occasion, when I was escorted to Krohne to have 
my finger-prints and photograph taken, he asked me whether 
I had any relatives in Berlin. 

^‘My younger sister,” I said, ^‘but I don’t know her address.” 

He found her address and telephone number and whilst I 
sat there he brought her to the phone and then handed me 
the receiver. And on another occasion he arranged a meeting 
between us in one of the corridors. Visits were not supposed 
to last more than twenty minutes, but he let us stay together 
over an hour. He watched us all the time, but at least we 
hadn’t to talk in a crowded room. And one day I had tooth- 
ache. There were no arrangements for dealing with dental 
cases in the ^‘Alex,” so Krohne took me to the police dental 
surgery — not in the Black Maria, but through the streets and 
by Underground like an ordinary citizen. That was a tremen- 
dous experience, but I went through it as though in a dream; 
I had so long lost the habit of walking freely amongst fellow 
human beings. 

Needless to say, the Gestapo men were not all like Krohne, 
and many of them were brutes and bullies comparable with the 
worst types of G.P.U. men, but their methods of examination 
were different from those of the G.P.U. — or perhaps I should 
say, rather: the object of their examination was different. The 
G.P.U. examiners aimed from the beginning, not at finding out 
whether there was any factual basis for their suspicions against 
their prisoner, but at establishing their *'guilt” and securing 
sufficient ‘‘proof” for a heavy sentence without all the pre- 
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liminary bother of bringing them to trial. The Gestapo tnen, 
on the other hand, were still bound, if ever so loosely, to the 
judicial traditions of a civilized country, in which, in the 
ordinary way, an offender had to be formally charged and 
brought up for trial. They were certainly prejudiced parties, 
and it was not truth as such they were striving to establish, but 
facts at least, in so far as they spoke against the prisoner and 
seemed to warrant a charge and a trial. When they were 
unable to secure sufficient evidence there was even some hope 
that a prisoner might be released. 

In my case, unfortunately, there appeared to be none. They 
certainly did their best to cajole or intimidate me into giving 
them sufficient evidence to justify a charge, but in the end they 
had to content themselves with branding me as a ‘‘suspected 
person,” and in July, 1940, after four months, an order was 
issued for my “preventive arrest.” As I subsequently discovered, 
it read: “The past life of Margarete Buber provides every 
reason for assuming that if she were set at liberty she would 
engage in activity on behalf of the illegal Communist Party. 
Her transfer to a concentration camp is thereby indicated.” 

Although I had expected it, the moment when the order 
for my preventive arrest and transfer to a concentration camp 
was read to me was a bad one. My strength seemed at an end. 
I had only just escaped from certain death in Siberia and now 
a concentration camp was my future again. It is easier, I 
think, to face an uncertain future. I knew only too weU what 
a concentration camp meant. Those around me talked of 
“three months’ reformation period” and were almost happy 
in their optimism. I had no such hopes of early release. There 
was no settled term to a concentration-camp sentence in 
Germany. It could mean three or six months, or it could mean 
three or six years, or even longer for political prisoners — as 
long as the Nazi regime lasted, perhaps, and in those days it 
looked like lasting out our lifetime. 

With that I left Cell No. 17 at last and came into a much 
larger cell in which there were about 100 other women all 
waiting their transfer to a concentration camp. Some of 
them were real Politicals who had already served five or six 
years’ hard labour and were now being sent to a camp at 
the end of their sentences instead of being released. Others 
were Jewesses; Bible Students, known as “Jehovah’s Witnesses”; 
“race-defilers,” girls who had had affairs with Jews, Poles 
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and other sub-hnmans — ‘'bed Politicals”, they were called — 
prostitutes, vagabonds and criminals. 

The atmosphere here was depressing and rumours of what 
it was like in a concentration camp formed the chief subject 
of discussion: the beatings, the police dogs, the constant 
standing to attention, and above all, the story that any woman 
found with vermin in her hair had it shaved off at once. 
They seemed more afraid of that than of anything else, and 
many of them spent hours going through each other's hair 
looking for lice and nits. But newcomers were brought in 
almost daily, and with them came reinforcements of vermin, 
so that for all their efforts many of the women lost their hair 
as soon as they arrived in Ravensbrueck. 

Every Saturday a transport of about fifty women went off 
to a concentration camp. On Friday evenings the names of 
those to go the next day were read out. There was a Jewish 
doctor named Jacoby with us. She had already served a term 
of hard labour. One Friday her name was on the list. The 
lavatory in the cell was screened off from the rest of the room. 
That night she hanged herself from the water cistern, but 
she was discovered and cut down in time to save her life. 
In Ravensbrueck she developed tuberculosis and was sent off 
in a “sick transport” to the gas chamber. We meant well, 
but was it really humane to cut her down? 

Amongst the real Politicals, I made the acquaintance of 
Lotte H. At the age of twenty-three she had been a member 
of the Socialist Workers’ Party, or S.A.P., an independent 
organization formed from oppositional Communists and left- 
wing Social-Democrats. She had been arrested together with 
her whole group and sentenced to the comparatively mild 
term of eighteen months’ hard labour. Whilst in prison she 
had come under the influence of Communist prisoners. One 
of them had given her a written message to pass on, and she 
had been caught with it. Unfortunately, it contained a whole 
programme of Communist political instructions. With that 
she had come into the hands of the Gestapo again, but she 
had resolutely refused to say who had given it to her, and she 
had been brought to trial again and sentenced to another three 
years’ hard labour. She had now served the four and a half 
years and was to go to a concentration camp. 

She knew I had come from Soviet Russia, and for her that 
was the land of hope. Eagerly she asked me about my experi- 
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ences, and when I told her she was horrified. She sat on the 
mattress beside me and wept. 

‘‘All those years in prison I was consoled and strengthened 
by what the Communists told me about Soviet Russia. It 
nlade it all seem worth while. It was my only hope. And now . . . 
I wish I could disbelieve you, but I can’t. All this suffering 
seems so useless. What have we got to live forpiow?” 

On Saturday, August 2 nd, 1941, we started off for Ravens- 
brueck. There were fifty women in the group and we went 
by prison coach from Stettiner Railway Station in Berlin. 
My anxiety and depression, and my fear of what was to 
come, were so great that I hardly remember any of the 
women who shared the narrow compartment of the prison 
coach with me. The only two I can vaguely remember were 
a woman from East Prussia, who had the appearance of a 
schoolteacher and who was a member of that strange religious 
sect whose members called themselves Bible Students or Witnesses 
of Jehovah, and a prostitute from Hamburg. And I remember the 
prostitute only because of the insistence with which she assured 
us all that she would only be about three months in the camp 
“for re-education.” 

The train stopped in Fuerstenberg in Mecklenburg. There 
was a loud and fierce barking of dogs and a shouting of orders 
even before the doors were unlocked. “All out. Line up in 
fives. Hands to the side. Get a move on.” We tumbled out. 
Two uniformed women concentration camp guards stood there 
with two great Alsatians. Obviously the dogs had been trained 
to savagery, and the two guards took a delight in letting 
them growl and snap near the legs of the frightened women as 
they hurried out of the coach. 

Outside the station were two covered-in lorries, and we 
were rushed along to them and herded in as though the loss of 
a single minute would be fatal. The shouting and the bullying 
were obviously part of a deliberate plan to frighten and 
intimidate us. Our “re-education” had begun. After a short 
drive, we came to a gate. The woman in charge handed a 
Kst to the guard, who counted us, and then the gate was 
swung back and we were hustled through into concentration 
camp Ravensbrueck. 

We lined up in fives in front of a newly-painted wooden hut 
before which was a neat garden plot. A woman guard with 
jack boots, a field-grey skirt and tunic and a sort of forage 
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cap set at an angle over one ear stood watching us, shouting 
from time to time: “Quiet! Hands by the side. Stand to 
attention!’’ I was astonished at what I saw: neat plots of grass 
with beds in which flowers were blooming. A road leading 
away from the entrance square was lined with young trees, 
and before the wooden huts which extended away on either 
side were more ^flower beds. The square and the street were 
obviously most carefully kept and even the gravel paths 
had been freshly raked over. To the left of us, towards the 
watch-tower, there was a large timber barracks painted white, 
and next to it was a great aviary as though in a zoological 
gardens. Peacocks were strutting slowly around and monkeys 
sprang from branch to branch, whilst a parrot was squawking 
something that sounded like “Mother.” 

Opposite this aviary, on the other side of the entrance 
square, was a big, well-kept lawn with silver firs which partly 
hid the only building in the camp which was built with stone, 
as far as we could see. This, we had very good cause to learn 
later, was the camp prison; in its basement were the notorious 
Bunkers — it was the inner sanctum of hell. From outside 
everything looked beautiful — more like a neat holiday camp 
than a concentration camp. But behind the aviary we could 
see part of the barbed wire fencing which surrounded the camp 
and served to remind us where we were. 

A diffused sun shone over the camp. Apart from us one 
might have thought the place was deserted; no one was in 
sight. And there was no sound but the squawking of the 
parrot and the regular shouts of our guard. But whilst we were 
waiting a column of prisoners came by and I saw German 
camp inmates for the first time. They marched in orderly 
ranks. Each woman wore a clean white kerchief bound round 
her head and fastened at the back, a broad-striped dress and 
a dark-blue apron. They were all barefooted, but at their 
side went a woman in clogs, shouting from time to time. Their 
faces were impassive as they passed. One looked just like the 
other. My heart fell as I realized that this was how I was 
going to live: regimented, drilled and shouted at day in, day 
out, for year after year: “Left, right. Left, right. Heads up. 
Arms by the side. Dress!” 

Suddenly a siren began to howl quite close to us. How we 
were to hate it! It was the midday siren, and now the scene 
changed. From all sides came marching women, all in column 
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of five, some of them with spades on their shoulders, arms 
swinging exaggeratedly in time with their step. And what 
astonished me most — they sang. Some marching song or the 
other. And all the while the dogs bayed and growled and the 
guards bawled out orders. 

We were marched up to an office and then taken in one 
after the other to have our particulars registered. A woman 
official assisted by two prisoners made out a card for each of 
us. Later it would have a photo attached and be filed away in 
the ‘Tolitical Section.*’ Our dossiers were also kept in this 
“Political Section” so that the Camp Commandant or his 
officials could consult them at any time. What was in them 
none of us was ever privileged to laiow. 

Everything at Ravensbrueck was done with typical Prussian 
thoroughness. A prisoner was passed from hand to hand until 
every detail was complete and she had become a permanent 
inmate, registered, photographed, listed and uniformed. After 
we had gone through aU this, we were taken to the wash- 
room, which was fitted with showers. We had to undress 
and wash ourselves under the showers, and all our things 
were taken away. The attendants here were in white. They 
were also prisoners and on their arms they wore a small 
patch of triangular cloth whose colour indicated their status: 
red for Politicals; lilac for Bible Students; red and yellow 
in the shape of a star for political Jews; black and yellow for 
Jews who had been guilty of ‘Vacial offences”; black triangles 
for Asocials; and green for criminals. 

After our clothing had been taken away, the long-feared 
procedure of looking for head* lice began. This was carried 
out by two prisoners whose lilac triangles showed them to be 
Bible Students, One of them was called Emmy. She performed 
her office with a certain grim pleasure. She would give a 
woman a sickly-sweet smile and beckon her to take a seat, 
then she would search her head with extreme care, and if she 
found the least sign of lice or mts, off would come the wretched 
woman’s hair. No begging and pleading were of any avail. 
Ruthlessly, Bible Student Emmy would brandish her clippers 
and turn an attractive head of hair into a pitiful bald egg. 
I came into her hands, but to my astonishment, search as she 
would, she could find nothing and, greatly relieved, I was 
allowed to retain my hair. With the same meticulous thorough- 
ness another prisoner attendant searched the women for that 
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particularly odious type of louse which fastens itself into the 
skin under the pubic hairs. 

At least there was hot water and soap and a towel for each 
woman. This procedure was supervised by a prisoner attendant, 
whose loud shouting and bullying was in no way different 
from that of the guards. When it was all over we were left 
sitting around the room on benches, naked and shivering 
with cold, waiting for the next procedure. It was the medical 
examination, and a pitiful travesty it was. 

The S.S. medical chief. Dr. Sonntag, was a giant. We 
lined up before him, fifty naked women, many of them without 
a hair left, some of them trying to cover themselves like Venus. 
He stood there slapping his jack-booted leg with a riding whip 
and looking along the line. “Hands to the side,’’ he snapped. 
“Stand to attention.” And the feeble attempts at modesty 
had to be abandoned. One by one we were called out for 
examination, which consisted chiefly of a glance into the 
wide-open mouth with the aid of a torch. 

“Why are you here?” he asked when my turn came. 

“Political,” I replied. 

“I see,” he said. “The usual Bolshevist shrew. Get back to 
the ranks,” and he gave me a flick with his riding whip on the 
bare leg. 

After this “entrance examination” we were given prison 
clothes: a shift of coarse material, ridiculously long knickers, 
the striped dress we had seen, a blue apron and a white cloth 
to bind round our heads. In this rig-out we were then marched 
barefoot to the accompaniment of much shouting to Block i6, 
which was the block for new arrivals. 

The blocks were situated in rows down the long road we 
had seen, each at right angles to it so that between each hut 
there was a gangway. In these gangways were the doors to 
the huts, opposite each other. There were 500 women prisoners 
in Blocks 14 and 16, which were side by side; in charge was a 
Block Senior, a prisoner, and two Hut Seniors. In addition 
there was an S.S. woman overseer for each block, the so-called 
Block Leader. But for the moment this camp hierarchy was a 
mystery to us. We fifty newcomers stood waiting in front of 
the hut and I rubbed the soles of my feet in turn against my 
calves in an effort to get rid of the sharp flints which were 
pricking me. None of us was as yet used to walking barefoot 
on gravel The Block Senior appeared. Her name we learned 
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subsequently was Minna Rupp. In coarse Swabian dialect, she 
read out our names and we answered. We each then received 
a dish, a plate and a cup made of aluminium, a knife, a fork, 
a spoon, a tooth-glass, a towel and a tea-cloth. And although 
wc were henceforth always to go barefooted we were each 
given shoe-cleaning materials. With our treasures under our 
arms, we were then ushered into the day-room, in which there 
were ten highly scrubbed tables at which long lines of women 
in striped dresses sat, some of them with hair and some without. 
They were all knitting field-grey socks. A faintly mouldy 
smell of scrubbed and undried wood filled the place. As we 
came in, silence fell, but after the women had looked us up 
and down, a hum of conversation began, until, in a voice 
which would not have disgraced a barrack square, the Block 
Senior bellowed, ‘‘Silence!” and deep silence fell again at 
once. The Hut Senior then gave each two of us a narrow locker 
for our things, and instructed us exactly how they were to be 
put away. The dish, plate, cup, etc., had to be placed in a 
certain order; the towels had to be hung on hooks, folded in a 
certain fashion something like a man’s tie. After this first 
lesson in Prussian thoroughness we were given places at one 
of the tables 

Before long the door opened and metal food-containers 
were brought in and set up on stools at the window near the 
door. Brandishing a large ladle, the Block Senior shouted; 
“Silence. Line up for food.” Everyone hurried over to the 
lockers to get her things, and then we lined up in a queue 
which wound round and round the tables. My first German 
camp meal consisted of a sort of sweet porridge with stewed 
dried fruit. But in addition each of us received a large piece 
of white bread, a piece of sausage, a portion of margarine and 
a portion of lard. I turned to one of the old hands: 

“Is there an inspection or something, or is this some sort 
of special occasion?” 

She shook her head and looked at me to see, I think, if 
I looked quite right in the head. 

“Do you always get as much to eat as this, then?” I went on. 

“Well, yes, but it isn’t as much as all that, is it?” 

“No,” I replied, “but I thought perhaps . . And left it 
at that. Anyone who has been in a Russian concentration camp 
has quite dijSerent views about what constitutes quality and 
quantity in foodstuflFs. 
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After we had eaten, the camp siren sounded again, and 
immediately everyone in any sort of authority began to 
shout “Roll-call!” We put our stools upside down on the 
tables to clear the hut for sweeping and then we all hurried 
outside and lined up between the huts. Even when we weje 
already in line the shouting still went on. I was on the end 
of a line and beyond the huts I could see the high camp wall 
and the fivefold*liii«s of barbed wire. On a grass bank below 
the wall was a large black board on which a skull and cross- 
bones were painted in yellow. 

“What does that mean?” I asked my neighbour in the 
line. 

“Don’t you know that the barbed wire is charged with 
high tension current?” she whispered. “Didn’t you hear what 
happened to-day with the gipsy girl?” 

A thunderous shout of “Quiet there!” stopped our whispered 
conversation. And then we stood there and waited, and 
waited. Again and again we went through the motions of 
“dressing.” The Hut Senior would march along the lines and 
inspect. This woman’s headdress wasn’t bound properly, that 
woman wasn’t standing properly to attention. Then there was 
a loud shout of “Attention!” and a uniformed guard accom- 
panied by the Block Senior went along the lines counting us. 
And after that we still waited. My bare feet were very sore 
and my legs began to ache. For months we had not been used 
to walking and standing. I put my weight first on one foot 
and then on the other, and wiggled my toes to get them warm. 
This endless waiting around was a torture. At last, after an 
hour and a half, the siren sounded again and a relieved gasp 
went up on all sides. This was my first roll-call in Ravensbrueck, 
and the same thing happened twice a day, morning and 
evening, day after day, all the time I was there, no matter 
what the weather, in rain and broiling sun, in the bitter cold 
and in snow in winter. 

The woman who had stood next to me in the line now told 
me of the gipsy incident. A gipsy woman, mother of several 
children, had flung herself into the live wire that morning 
after hearing that her husband had “fallen on the field of 
honour.” 

“When we take the dirty things to the wash-room in the 
morning you’ll see the place,” she said. “Her fingers are still 
stuck on to the wire. They were torn off when they pulled the 



body away.” Horror and lust for sensation were mingled in 
her voice. 

The newcomers received two woollen blankets and a white 
sheet, a pillow case and a long blue-and-white striped night- 
dress. And then we had to learn “bed-buildmg,” which is a 
typically Prussian piece of chicanery. All the huts had two 
wings, an “A” wing and a “B” wing. Each wing had a day- 
room and a dormitory. Originally built to hold lOO prisoners, 
each wing held 250 in 1940, and later on the number was 
even increased to 500. In addition each hut had a wash-room 
with basins and foot baths, a lavatory, and an office for the 
S.S. Block Leader, which, however, she occupied only for a 
short time mornings and evenings. During the rest of the day 
it was the privilege of the Block Senior to use this room, which 
was more like an ordinairy living-room. 

The Ravensbrueck hut seemed a palace to me after the 
wretched clay huts of Birma. And the equipment: a proper 
lavatory, a wash-room with proper basins, tables, stools and 
lockers! There was not a table or a stool for any of the prisoners 
throughout the whole of Karaganda. And then there were 
the rows of neat, double-tiered beds, and every prisoner had 
her own bed and her own straw sack to sleep on. My bed 
was in the upper tier. My neighbour, a nineteen-year-old 
girl with a face like a child, was a “bed Political.” She was in 
Ravensbrueck because she had had a Polish lover — “race 
defilement.” 

However, there are disadvantages to everything. In this 
case, one of them was “bed-building” and the other was the 
tyrannical attitude of the Block Senior. In a zealous desire 
to keep in with the S.S. Block Leader and show herself well 
suited to her high office, she never lost an opportunity of 
shouting, bullying and chivvying us around until she made 
our lives a misery. But for that it might have been quite 
tolerable in our wing. Most of the inmates were Poles, school- 
teachers, civil servants and intellectuals of all sorts. On the 
whole they were good comrades and I got along very well 
with them. 

But back to the “bed-building.” The straw sack had to be 
punched, shaken, pushed and smoothed into a mattress-like 
shape, flat across ffie top, with flat sides and clearly defined 
edgra. And when the job was finished it had to pass muster 
fibrat with the Hut Senior, then with the Block Senior, and then 
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with the S*S. Block Leader. There is a knack about it which 
has to be learned. When the straw sack is finally ready the 
blankets have to be folded in a particular fashion and laid 
on top of it as though they were boards. And then the pillow! 
That has to have a strictly rectangular shape as though k 
were a wooden box, its edges also clearly defined. Words fail 
me to describe the miseries and frustrations of this Prussian 
^‘bed-building.” Its difficulty is increased if you happen to 
occupy the second tier, as I did. Fortunately, one of the older 
prisoners, a Polish music-teacher, came to my assistance and 
initiated me into the use of the “tools” for the job. They 
consisted of a stick to chivvy the straw around with, and two 
flat pieces of board to get the right shape. 

Woe betide you if your “bed-building” failed to meet with 
approval. At first the newcomers were merely shouted at and 
bullied, but after a day or two, during which time you were 
supposed to have mastered the art, one or other of the inspecting 
authorities would pull down the whole laboriously constructed 
bed and you would have to start all over again, devoting 
your precious leisure time at the midday pause to the job. 
Once you failed to satisfy an inspection it was more difficult 
than ever to pass muster subsequently. If it happened more 
than once you were liable to get a “report.” A “report” 
was the constant threat which hovered over our unfortunate 
heads. It was invariably followed by punishment. The first 
stage was “punishment standing without food”; the second 
was “solitary confinement in a dark cell”; and the third, most 
terrible of all, was “twenty-five lashes.” 

Unsatisfactory “bed-building” was usually punished with 
eight days’ loss of either the morning or evening meal. The 
delinquents, who had, of course, worked hard during the day, 
assembled on the camp square and stood to attention facing 
the Punishment Block. There they would stand for hours until 
the siren went for lights out at nine o’clock, and then, hungry, 
tired and with aching feet and legs, they could crawl into 
their beds. 

But even in bed after lights out we were not certain of our 
rest. Our clothes had to be laid out on stools in the day-room 
folded in a particular fashion so that the coloured triangle 
with the prisoner’s number was uppermost— and neatly folded 
at that. When we were in bed the night watch would carefully 
examine all the piles, usually soon after nine o’clock, and if 
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anything was wrong, if a pile was not folded neatly enough, 
or if a garment was missing — ^perhaps one of the prisoners 
had dared to go to bed with her woollen stockings on for 
warmth — then there was an immediate uproar. The night 
watch, always accompanied by a great snarling police dog, 
would fling open the door of the sleeping quarters and wake 
up everybody with her noise, drag the offender out of bed, 
usually boxing her ears, and shoo her out into the day-room 
to rearrange her pile. Or sometimes, if she felt like it, the 
fury would suddenly drag the clothes off some unfortunate 
for a fancied offence. We were often frightened out of our sleep 
in this way. 

As long as prisoners were kept in the reception block they 
had no work to do. All in all the formalities lasted about a 
week, during which we were led off ‘‘in column of five” to 
one office after the other by the Block Senior, always to the 
accompaniment of the same military shouting of orders. And 
in each office we were asked the same questions: ‘‘When were 
you arrested? Where were you arrested? Why were you 
arrested?” Thanks to standing waiting around for hours, and 
marching again and again over the gravel paths in our bare 
feet, the soles were sore and swollen like cushions. Every step 
soon became painful. 

When we had finally gone through the long and complicated 
process of registration, I received the triangular piece of red 
stuff with a number which stamped me as Political and a 
regular inmate. The Block Senior then instructed us in the 
way to show proper respect to the S.S. officials. As soon as 
addressed, we had to spring to attention with our arms close 
to our sides and say smartly: “Protective Custody Prisoner 
X. . . . Y. . . . No. . . .” My number was 4,208. 

Four thousand two hundred women lived in sixteen huts in 
1940. At that time Ravensbrueck had only one street of huts; 
later there were three. In addition to the living huts, there were 
huts for clothing and utensils, two tailors’ workshops, two sick 
bays and a large laundry. The camp square was surrounded 
by the kitchen huts, the offices of the S.S. Commandant, the 
baths, an S.S. canteen, the aviary and the prison block. 

As an inmate of the reception block, I was cut off by railings 
from the camp street, and I looked with astonishment through 
the bars at the thousands of women in their striped dresses 
who walked up and down in their bare feet during the exercise 
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hour. One of the highest functions ordinary prisoners could 
attain was ‘*Camp Messenger/’ and these privileged ones wore 
a red armlet as insignia. There were also other prisoners 
wearing coloured armlets whose job was very much like that 
of the so-called ' ‘brigadiers” in Karaganda. 

After I had been about a week in Ravensbrueck I was 
sitting at my table one day knitting grey Army socks. The 
Hut Senior had ordered silence, and not a whisper of conversa- 
tion was to be heard. Then a voice sounded. ‘Ts a Margarete 
Buber here?” In the doorway stood a Camp Messenger named 
Betty Wiedmann, together with our Block Senior Minna Rupp 
and a third Camp Messenger I didn’t know. I replied and they 
called me out. One of the Camp Messengers examined the 
number on my arm and nodded to the others in confirmation, 
then they led me into the sleeping quarters, into which we 
were strictly forbidden to go during the day, and a new and 
this time unofficial examination began. 

“You were arrested in Moscow?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

I realized that these three had been sent by the Stalinist 
group to subject me to a political examination. When 1 had 
finished answering their questions, which I did very frankly, 
the three looked at each other. 

“All right,” said Minna Rupp finally in her execrable 
Swabian dialect. “You’re a Trotskyite, that’s what you are.” 

And I realized that, just as once before in Moscow, I had 
been branded as a counter-revolutionary and enemy of the 
people. I went back to my knitting without altogether under- 
standing the full consequences of the incident: even before my 
entry into the camp life proper I had been branded as an 
outlaw. However, as I have already mentioned, I was on very 
good terms with the Poles, and in the second week the friendly 
music teacher came to me with another Pole and declared 
in the name of all the Polish prisoners that they wanted to 
propose me as Block Senior. They were sick and tired of the 
brutal and stupid tyranny of Minna Rupp. I was a Political 
and a German and 1 had had camp experience. 

I refused in horror. “Whatever do you think of me?” I 
asked. “I couldn’t be a Block Senior. ‘Quiet. Hold your 
tongue. Attention! Hands to your sides.’ And shouting Achtmig! 
when the S.S. comes. That wouldn’t suit me at all. Fm only 
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too glad if Fm left in peace, and I certainly don’t want to 
bully and chivvy others around.” 

But they were prepared for my objections. “You’d be with 
us,” they said, “and you wouldn’t have to bully us. We’re 
all intelligent women, and we’d help you. You certainly 
wouldn’t have any trouble with us, and you’d do us a favour 
because we wouldn’t have any trouble with you. This other 
woman’s impossible.” 

I went hot at the thought of being a Block Senior and 
I used eveiy argument I could think of, particularly that a 
Block Senior had to make “reports,” but they replied patiently 
to them all, pointing out that it was primarily in their interests; 
Minna Rupp was driving them mad. Gradually I let myself 
be convinced and at last I consented. I don’t know what 
channels the Poles used, but they were supreme in the camp in 
their ability to use “connections” and obtain “positions.” 

In any case, shortly after this discussion I was called out 
to see the Senior S.S. Overseer. I was taken out by the Hut 
Senior and lined up with half a dozen other women in the 
square, and there we waited, standing to attention. Waiting 
is one of the chief occupations of the concentration camp 
inmate. After we had waited there for a very long time and 
were already very tired, the Semor S.S. Overseer came along 
and subjected us to a detailed inspection, asking one after the 
other where, when and why they had been arrested, and how 
long they had been in the camp. And then she picked out a 
number of us, including me. 

“Take your things and go to Block 2,” she said to me. 
“You are Hut Senior there.” 

I went back oveijoyed to my waiting Poles. They had 
arranged it all and it was therefore presumably all right, but 
their faces when I told them that I was now Hut Senior in 
Block 2 showed me that something must have gone wrong. 
“Great God!” they ejaculated. “Block 2. But that’s the 
Asocials’ Block! That’s not what we wanted at all.” 

However, there was nothing further to be done about it, 
and so, filled with anxiety, I went off carrying my belongings 
to Block 2, where I reported to the Block Senior, Liesl Mueller. 
When I entered the hut there was a tremendous noise going 
on and the place stank like a monkey’s cage. Liesl Mueller 
was a Lorrainer. Together with her husband, she had been 
convicted under the Weimar Republic for espionage. On the 
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outbreak of war the Nazis had put them both in '^preventive 
arrest,” meaning concentration camp. She pulled a face when 
she heard that I had been in Ravensbrueck only fourteen days. 
She was a woman of rather limited oudook. On the one hand, 
she tried to keep in with the authorities by seeing that all the 
regulations were strictly carried out and by a markedly 
servile attitude the S.S., but on the other she had not 
sufficient strength of character to avoid the temptations and 
corruptions of camp life. In the end she got into the criminal 
set and acted as a camp spy. She was an ideal Block Senior 
for the S.S. She ruled with a rod of iron and bullied and 
shouted. She constantly threatened those under her with 
"reports” and she had no scruples about making them. At 
the same time she fawned on the S.S. Block Leader Drechsel, 
who was one of the best-hated and most-feared termagants in 
Ravensbrueck at that time. 

Together with her, I entered "A” wing of Block 2, where 
henceforth I was to be Hut Senior. Only after she had picked 
up a piece of iron and banged it violently against a metal 
container did the hubbub subside. "Quiet!” she shouted. 
"This is your new Hut Senior.” And all eyes turned to me. 
I felt as though I were naked in a cage of wild animals. 

Amongst the privileges of my new office were a locker all 
to myself, a new dress which really fitted, a better quality 
linen apron and wooden clogs. And, above all, a green armlet, 
my insignia of office, which permitted me to move about at 
will throughout the whole camp. But in the first week I had 
no time to use my new freedom. The instruction in the duties 
of my office took about ten minutes, and at the end of it I 
went off with reeling head to perform my first duty, the 
distribution of the midday meal. 

I stood there with a ladle in my hand feeling, and probably 
looking, absolutely helpless amidst the seething mass of women 
who surrounded me, shouting and gesticulating: "Table 3 
starts off to-day. Table 5 gets the extra portion to-day. It’s 
my turn to scrape out the tubs to-day.” And so on and so on. 
And all the time greedy eyes were fixed on the two iron tubs 
in front of me, the one filled with vegetables, the other with 
potatoes in their jackets. 

"Absolute silence must be maintained during meal-times,” 
I said, as I had been instructed. Only those right close to me 
could have heard, and it had no effect whatever. And all the 
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time I was thinking anxiously that whatever 1 did I must be 
absolutely fair in the distribution; each must get just the same 
portion. Some of them were dancing on the stools. ‘^Get on 
with it/' someone shouted. 'The siren will go if you don't, 
and then nobody'll get anything. Get on with it. Buck up." 

By this time I was almost in a panic and hardly knew where 
to start first, but then a powerful woman vpth lively brown 
eyes and a determined chin jumped on to a stool and bellowed 
in a voice worthy of any sergeant-major: "If you don't line 
up in an orderly manner at once and stop mobbing the new 
Hut Senior the tubs will go back to the kitchen and then no 
one will get anything." 

It worked like a charm, and, to my relief, after that I had 
no further trouble — for the moment. There were 150 of these 
so-called Asocials, and for the next two months I spent my 
days and nights in their company, and, I must confess, I 
never entirely managed to control them. When I had been 
there for a while and got more or less settled down into my 
new job I did my best to establish human relations with them 
and to introduce some sort of social decency into our joint 
existence despite concentration camp and S.S., but with one 
or two exceptions I met with disappointment after disappoint- 
ment. After my experiences with the Siberian Asocials I 
ought not to have had any illusions; the type is fundamentally 
the same everywhere. However, for me these women were 
victims of society in one way or the other, and in a certain 
respect their lot in German concentration camps was more 
onerous than that of their colleagues in the concentration 
camps of the G.P.U. 

In the chaotic conditions which existed in Russian concentra- 
tion camps a prostitute was at a distinct advantage; she was, 
in fact, in her element, and the continued practice of her 
profession greatly improved her lot. But in Germany the 
situation was very different. A prostitute, often suffering from 
venereal disease, and often something of a cretin, her health 
undermined, used to late hours and no regular work, came 
into a German concentration camp to be "re-educated," to 
be "broken in to regular work" and "taught discipline." 
Her lot was an unenviable one. Needless to say, all this talk 
df "re-education" was hypocrisy. Society now brutalized them 
in a different fashion, that was all — and not always in a different 
fashion either, as the following incident illustrates: 
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In 1942 a “Commission” of S.S. officers arrived from 
Mauthausen. They inspected the human flesh avaflable in 
Block 2 and made a preliminary choice. All the women picked 
out were then led off to the wash-room, where they had to 
stiip and be examined by the “Commission.” Those with 
firm breasts, sound limbs and general physical attractiofis 
were short-listed, so to speak, and from their “re-education” 
in the camp th^ were sent to replenish the S.S. brothel in 
Mauthausen. After six months of this activity they were 
promised their freedom — ^to return to the world of free citizens 
“re-educated” and cleansed. 

It is quite understandable that no inmate of a concentration 
camp is willing to do more work that he is obliged to do, and 
that he dodges it when he can, but the situation becomes quite 
different when the work he dodges falls on the shoulders of 
others, or when its non-performance means trouble for others, 
reports, and punishments. “Reports” were a much more 
serious matter with Asocials because all of them had some hope 
of being released at some time or the other, and each punish- 
ment imposed for infractions of camp discipline automatically 
meant three months extra on the term. I did my best to make 
this clear to them and I appealed to their common sense and 
self-interest, for I hated shouted orders or threats of “reports.” 
But it was no use. They seemed to regard “bed-building” and 
my insistence on neat and clean lockers, and so on, as my private 
passion to be frustrated whenever possible. Although hardly 
one of them had succeeded in avoiding punishments, which 
meant an increase in their terms, they were like naughty 
schoolchildren and took a delight in dodging their obligations 
whenever they got the chance. 

In order to avoid the necessity of “reports,” I mobilized 
one or two of the better characters, particularly those who, 
for this, that or the other reason, did not go out to work during 
the day, or those who belonged to the so-called “Emergency 
Labour Pool,” whose duty it was to be ready for any special 
work at all times. With these I would go round re-building the 
worst beds and tidying up the lockers. But after a while this 
stratagem became known and then the situation grew worse 
than before, because they said to themselves: “Why should 
we bother? The Hut Senior does it anyway.” And, in addition, 
I found that some of my helpers were secretly blackmailing 
those whose beds and lockers we found in disorder to extort 
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food from them. Some of them even told tales to the Block 
Senior, Liesl Mueller, and to the S.S. Block Leader. 

Denunciation was the worst characteristic of these Asocials. 
It was pitiful and heart-breaking. Friendship and comradeship 
in prison and concentration camp play an even more important 
role than they do outside in freedom. I had always thought 
that the common misery and common dangers of a concentra- 
tion camp would strengthen such feelings, bul it was certainly 
not the case with these types. Friendship, of course, can never 
be higher than the character of the friends, and here sworn 
friendships were sealed one day and broken in hatred and 
enmity the next, perhaps because one of the partners had 
managed to get hold of something a little better than the other. 
The subsequent squabble would often end in one of the 
'^friends” running off to the Block Senior or to the S.S. Block 
Leader to denounce the other for stealing a carrot or a reel 
of cotton, or for some other offence she knew of by virtue of 
the fact that her “friend” had opened her heart to her the 
day before. It was sickening, and profoundly depressing. 

And all these personal squabbles were conducted in full 
public. In the sleeping quarters at night, when I would have 
given anything to sleep— just to sleep and get away from it all — 
the squabbles of the day would burst out again, and the vilest 
insults would be hurled around, based invariably on the 
confidences told under the seal of secrecy whilst the “friend- 
ship” lasted. One of the most wounding types of insxilt touched 
on their professional honour, the accusation that they had 
charged low rates: “Hark who’s talking!” was a typical 
opening: “Took drunks in a doorway for a tanner a time.” 
And then the fur would fly. 

And the amount of petty thieving that went on amongst 
these women was unbelievable, despite the fact that “stealing 
from a comrade” as the S.S. regulations virtuously called it, 
was punishable with “twenty-five lashes,” and solitary confine- 
ment in a dark cell up to a period of forty days, and even, in 
bad cases, with the Punishment Block. Thieving, mutual 
accusations and denunciations were everyday affairs, and my 
chief anxiety was to prevent anything coming to the ears of the 
S.S. Block Leader Drechsler, for then punishments rained down 
on the wretched women. 

When I first came to Ravensbrueck the roll-call seemed to 
me a sort of Chinese torture, but whilst I was in Block 2 
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with the Asocials it became something of a relief. Twice a 
day to stand in silence in the fresh air; no shouting, no 
squabbling, no tale-bearing, no denunciations, and no stench. 
The Asocials stood with their backs to Block 2 during the 
roU-calL Opposite us were the Politicals of Block i. Next^o 
us were the gipsies of Block 4, and diagonally opposite were 
the Bible Students of Block 3. All the other blocks were lined 
up on both sides of the camp street. Silent and motionless we 
stood there in our striped dresses, each line as straight as 
frequent “dressings’’ could make it, each prisoner at exactly 
the same distance from the next one. 

From time to time the silence was broken by a shouted 
order, and above the black pines which could be seen beyond 
the camp confines rose the sun. In Birma I had thought that 
the steppe sky was the most beautiful I had ever seen, but 
it seemed just as lovely in Ravensbrueck, For a prisoner the 
sky takes on a particular importance and beauty. It is the only 
thing he is not cut off from by walls and barbed wire, or bars. 
The moving clouds, the bright stars and the passing birds 
are the only things left of his freedom. The other freedom — the 
woods, the fields, the streets, the houses — gradually fades away 
and even the strong desire for it becomes weaker in time. But 
the sky remains. At the morning roU-calls the clouds would 
scurry along or perhaps roll over the sky majestically, tinged 
with the first golden sun of the day, and at the evening roll- 
calls they would turn pink and then red as the sun sank 
behind the horizon. The sky was the only thing which changed 
continuously in our life. The rest was like a stage background, 
rigid and changeless, the same scenery for the same monot- 
onous play. Behind the camp wall to the east there were 
great dark fir trees; to the west, above the roof of the Punish- 
ment Block, there was a large friendly willow tree, and behind 
Block 2 there was a wood of spindling young pines growing out 
of parched and sandy soil. Month after month, year after 
year, everything remained the same, a bare, poverty-stricken 
drop cloth to our miserable lives. 

When the morning roll-call was at an end none of the 
prisoners was allowed to return to the huts, and the Block 
Seniors stood at the doors to see that no one slipped in and 
dodged work for the day. The formation of the labour gangs 
took place immediately afterwards. On winter mornings legs, 
hands and noses were blue with cold by the time the waiting 
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was over and the women were ordered to their gangs. Many 
of the Asocials were employed in the garment workshops or 
the laundry. Most of them had learnt these trades during the 
various terms they had spent in prison as a result of their 
pipfession. Others did heavier work, such as digging, carting 
coal or unloading barges. Some of them were in the Emergency 
Labour Pool, and from day to day new gai:j,gs were formed 
from amongst its members for this or that particular task. 
The advantage of belonging to this Labour Pool was that on 
«iome days there was nothing to do, and the women were 
then permitted to return to the warmth of the huts, where, 
however, they were supposed to occupy their time by scrubbing 
floors, tables and stools, or knitting socks. At such times they 
were constantly bullied and chivvied by the Block Senior, 
but they had got so used to this that it seemed to have no 
effect on them whatever. 

The “Labour Roll-Call” was carried out on strictly military 
lines. An S.S. official sat at a table in the centre of the square 
and the various gangs marched past in strict military formation 
to be counted. Each gang was inspected, counted and entered 
into a book. In the early years this procedure was merely 
another piece of chicanery, and it was not until 1941 that a 
change came about. At first work was regarded merely as part 
and parcel of the “process of re-education” and labour 
productivity had nothing whatever to do with it. If there was 
nothing else to do, piles of sand would be carted from one 
place to another and then back again. It was work for work’s 
sake. But as the war went on the shortage of labour became 
more and more acute, and concentration camp labour began 
to play an important economic role. In 1941, when the 
“K.Z.” prisoner had begun to play a role in Germany’s war 
economy, concentration camp Ravensbrueck sent out gangs 
at so much a head to help build airfields, repair roads, work 
in various factories, and help till the surrounding Mecklenburg 
farms. At the end of 1942 the well-known German electrical 
firm Siemens-Halske built workshops just outside the camp, 
and prisoners were employed there for ten and afterwards 
eleven hours a day manufacturing various electrical and 
wireless apparatus. But all that, and further developments 
such as a garment workshop for S.S. and Army uniforms, a 
fiirriers’ workshop and so on, came later. In 1940 the women 
worked an eight-hour day and returned to the camp for two 
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hours at midday, but in that eight hours they were kept 
constantly at it and the last ounce was squeezed out of 
them. 

At that time, too, concentration camp staffs were recruited 
along National Socialist lines, and the guards were all impas- 
sioned Nazi types, like Drechsel, Lehmann, Hase and Fraeser, 
who treated the prisoners badly on their own initiative, and 
took a delight in tormenting them and making their lives a 
misery. Later on there was a great shortage of labour, and 
concentration camp personnel had to be recruited wherever 
it could be obtained. The result of this was that on the whole 
the types recruited were not so brutal. 

When the others had gone off to work, the remaining 
Labour Pool prisoners went back into the huts. They had been 
standing around for three hours, but they were seldom left in 
peace for long: “Line up to fetch bread. Line up to get fresh 
linen.” And so on. In 1940 there was still fresh personal linen 
once a week and fresh bed-linen once a month. And when 
the Labour Pool prisoners had a moment or two to spare 
someone would start them scrubbing; scrubbing the floors, 
the tables, the stools, the lockers — everything that could 
possibly be scrubbed, whether it needed it or not. This was 
done so often that the wood really had no chance of drying 
out properly before it was scrubbed again. The result was that 
the huts always smelt of wet wood. It was worst in the sleeping 
quarters, which were never heated. On one occasion when a 
visit from Himmler was expected the order came to scrub 
everything both inside and out. 

Prisoners were allowed to receive money from outside, and 
this could be spent in the canteen. In 1 940-1 they could buy 
bread, cake bread, jam, syrup, fish-paste and various brands 
of toilet articles. This canteen was a special source of profit 
to the S.S., which ran it and charged whatever prices it liked. 
Block 2 could use the canteen once a week according to a 
strict procedure. When it came round there was great joy 
amongst those who received money from friends and relatives 
outside, and great jealousy and resentment amongst those 
who had none. There was no sharing out amongst the “have- 
nots” in Block 2. 

Prisoners could write and receive one letter a month. 
However, they were never allowed to write to more than one 
person, whose name and address had to be registered on 
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arrival at the camp. In the first years there was a strict censor- 
ship of all letters both incoming and outgoing, but later, 
when conditions in the camp began to deteriorate, that regula- 
tion, like many others, was much less strictly observed. All 
oijitgoing letters had to be written on special camp paper 
with a printed heading, “Ravensbrueck Concentration Camp 
for Women,” and underneath the censorship^ rules. Politicals 
who had been arrested before the outbreak of war had paper 
on which the heading, etc., was printed in red. They were 
allowed to write two pages twice a month. The paper on which 
the Bible Students wrote was printed in green, and had, in 
addition, the words: “I am still a Witness of Jehovah.” They 
were allowed to write only five lines at a time. All those 
arrested during the war had paper printed in black, and 
they were allowed to write sixteen lines. 

As Hut Senior it was part of my duties to go through the 
letters of the women in my hut to see that they did not offend 
against the regulations, a sort of preliminary censorship. 
The letters written by the Asocials to their relatives were often 
heartrending: 

“Dear Mother, — I know I’ve been a great shame to 
you, but do write me just a word. I’m so unhappy. When I 
come out I will make a fresh start; really I will. I will 
work very hard and make up for everything. Send me a 
mark. . . .” 

Or the father, a sister or an aunt would be asked for a 
letter — and a mark. Very few of them ever got an answer. 
Most of them had been turned out by their families. But 
sometimes on a Saturday — ^that was the day on which post 
was delivered — there would be an unexpected answer for 
one or the other of them. Some mother’s heart had been 
touched — and then the tears would flow in streams. But by 
Sunday all remorse had been forgotten. 

Apart firom the roll call, Sxmday was a holiday, and for 
years there was even a special Sunday meal: goulash^ red 
cabbage, and potatoes in their jackets. The prisoners were 
allowed to turn the camp street into a corso. Loud speakers 
were fixed at intervals along it, and if the S.S. man on duty 
happened to remember it we could listen to a Sunday broadcast 
concert firom the Berlin Rundfunk. The concerts were often 
very good and it was always a delight for me to stroll along 
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and listen, for I had not heard good music for years. I gladly 
put up with the numerous military marches and the dreadful 
"'soldiers’ songs” in return for Schubert, Mozart and Beethoven 
from time to time. 

A thousand women in striped dresses, all weanng the same 
white headdress in exactly the same way, showing just die 
same amount of hair, promenaded up and down the street 
singly or in twos and threes to the strains of the music. It was 
an uncanny parade. And we were not left entirely in peace. 
From time to time wardresses with police dogs on the leash 
would stride through the throng, roughly pushing to one side 
any prisoner who didn’t get out of the way quickly enough. 
And if she noticed any of the women daring to walk along 
arm in arm she would box their ears and perhaps report 
them. There were many other "offences” against good conduct: 
putting the hands under the apron, for instance; an improperly 
fastened headdress; a skirt that was too short or too narrow 
at the waist. Many of the prisoners were young; they were 
still women even in concentration camp, and they wanted to 
look their best, and they were constantly being reported for 
attempts to make the camp clothing look a little smarter. The 
women would work on their clothing with needles and cotton 
stolen from the workshop. And woe betide the prisoner whose 
numbered triangle wasn’t just in the right place. The chicanery 
of all these pettifogging rules and regulations was designed 
to make our lives a misery. 

One Sunday I was wi9.1king along alone and dying to talk 
to someone with whom one could hold a reasonable conversa- 
tion when a small, stocky woman with piercing eyes and a 
red triangle suddenly addressed me in Russian. In the autumn 
of 1940 there were as yet no Russians in Ravensbrueck and 
I looked at her in surprise. However, she seemed to attach no 
importance to talking Russian and she immediately began a 
conversation in German. She had heard that I had lived in 
Moscow, she said, and wondered whether I knew any of her 
friends there. Where had I lived in Moscow? "In the Lxxx,” 
I told her. 

"Oh, you’ll certainly know Comrade Tchemin then?” 

I nodded. "Qpite well,” I replied. 

"What was the number of his room?” 

At once I was on my guard. This was another Communist 
examination. 
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don^t see why the number should interest you/’ I replied, 
‘‘but if I remember rightly it was No, — . But Tchernin was 
arrested by the G.P.U. in the summer of 1937 and his wife 
and two children were then turned out of the Lux.” 

She said nothing to that, and I continued: “Perhaps you’re 
also interested in the fate of Comrade Piatnitzki, and Comrade 
Valetzki, and Kxayevski and Lenski, and all^the others from 
the Comintern? They all went the same way as Tchernin.” 

At that she turned on her heel and marched off. I learnt 
afterwards that her name was Paleckova She was the leader 
of the Czech Communist women in the camp. Clearly, as 
far as prisoners with red triangles were concerned, I was an 
outcast. I went back to Block 2 to supervise the distribution 
of the afternoon tea. There they all sat, fifteen to a table, 
singing in concert. Most of the songs they sang were dreadfully 
sentimental ditties. One they liked in particular was about a 
lover who climbed the mountain to pick an edelweiss, a white 
alpine flower, for his sweetheart, fell and was found by his 
maiden still clutching the edelweiss he had picked for her, 
but now it was red — ^red with his blood. 

And when they stopped singing and began to talk, the 
conversation was always about past glories and the lovely 
clothes they had had. Each tried to outdo the other. Marvellous 
wardrobes they had all had. And one of them with a skull as 
bald as a coot passed her hands over it in an undulating 
fashion in an effort to convey to her hearers how she had 
looked in her lovely frock and her ^wonderful perm. As for 
coats, none of them had ever had less than a fur coat, and 
often more than one. And a never ending subject for jealous 
discussion was the number of men they had had, and how 
much the men had had to pay. All the men were mad about 
them ail, to judge from their stories. After a particularly 
outrageous yarn, you would glance with faint interest at the 
narrator and see some wretched woman with greasy hair, 
or perhaps none at all, gaps in her teeth, yellow, wrinkled 
skin and ugly, bony legs. Sometimes it would happen that 
someone else who had known the woman in her days of 
freedom would pour scorn on the story. That was always the 
prelude to a tremendous row, with insiilts flying left and right. 

At my table sat the woman whose intervention had saved 
me on my first day as Hut Senior. Her name was Else Krug, 
and her speciality was sadism. “What about a little Nature 
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study?” she would ask, and then she would delve into her 
great fund of reminiscences. Up to then I had considered 
myself a fairly enlightened person and I had read a certain 
amount of scientific literature on the subject, but Else’s 
stories of the requests she met with in the course of her profes- 
sion and how she complied with them made my hair stand*^on 
end. And she was quite a likeable personality, cheerful and 
helpful. She ne^er whined like the others, and she never made 
hypocritical repentance or expressed any purpose of amend- 
ment. She told her stories in a dry, matter-of-fact way, and 
there was a certain professional pride in her attitude. She knew 
what she was, and she insisted that she was a good one. You 
never heard her say: '‘When I get out of here FIl lead a different 
life.” Instead, she would say reflectively: “A few more years’ 
camp and I’ll find it difficult to earn 300 marks in a night. 
Ah well, I’ll have to start wearing high-heeled, tight-laced 
boots like stilts to make up for it, or something.” 

Else was in charge of the kitchen gang, which consisted 
entirely of Asocials, and there was great competition to get 
into it. There were potatoes, carrots, turnips and cabbage in 
the cellar, and not far away such delicacies as canned food 
and jam. What an opportunity for stealing! And what terrible 
dangers to be run! Yet Else had succeeded in managing her 
gang for over a year without a "report.” That was because 
she was a really forceful personality and able to impose a 
strict discipline on her underlings. The stealing was organized 
and kept within reasonable bounds, and its booty was always 
fairly divided amongst them all. Else’s achievement was 
particularly striking because the Asocials were naturally 
treacherous; they had no sense of loyalty whatever and they 
were perfectly ready to betray their nearest and dearest for 
any immediate advantage, particularly for food. And yet 
Else kept that gang of fifteen or twenty women in strict order 
by sheer force of personality. 

However, it couldn’t go on indefinitely, and after about 
eighteen months of it someone did betray her, and off she 
went to the bunkers. After that she had to spend a year in 
the Punishment Block, I was no longer in Block 2 by that 
time, but I saw her occasionally. Now and then we even 
found an opportunity for a whispered chat— it was forbidden 
to talk to prisoners from the Punishment Block. 

"Crete,” she said on one occasion, "they think they can get 

207 



me down with work, but they’re wrong; I’m tough. I can get 
through it better than any of them.” And she winked cheerfully. 
That was a good soul gone wrong. 

It was in 1940 that Himmler first introduced corporal 
punishment into Ravensbrueck for offences against camp discip- 
line One of the first to suffer it was Minna Rupp. She received 
twenty-five strokes for stealing a turnip. I’m afraid those who 
had suffered imder her felt very little sympathy. The women 
to be flogged were tied to a special whipping block and at 
first the Camp Commandant Koegel himself administered the 
punishment. It was his little pleasure, but before long such 
punishments became so frequent that it was hard work, and 
then the task was delegated to the S.S. Overseer Drechsel 
and to one or other of the S.S. women. In the end they must 
have got tired of it too, for then volunteers were asked for 
from amongst the criminals, with extra rations as the incentive. 
It was easy enough to find volunteers, and after that two 
criminals and a Polish woman carried out the floggings. 

In the winter of 194 1-2 the extermination of prisoners by 
gas began in Ravensbrueck. Else Kjug was taken from the 
Punishment Block and brought before the Camp Commandant 
Koegel. 

“Krug, you are to be released from the Punishment Block 
to carry out floggings.” 

Else refused. Koegel, who was not used to having even his 
slightest whim frustrated, was furious, but Else was firm. 

“No, Herr Camp Commandant; that’s one thing I won’t do.” 

“What, you dirty whore! You think you can pick and 
choose. That’s a refusal to obey an order.” 

Else shrugged her shoulders, but she was grimly determined. 
“If you put it like that . . 

“Take the whore away,” snorted Koegel. “You’ll have 
cause to remember me, I can tell you.” 

A few weeks after that incident Else was sent off with a 
sick transport to the gas chambers. That was Koegel’s revenge. 

Ravensbrueck Camp lay in a hoUow. To the north beyond 
the camp wall was rising sandy land, on which grew a few 
stunted pines. Towards the south the groimd sank gradually and 
ended at a morass. Later this was incorporated into the camp, 
filled in and built over with further huts. The first block which 
was built in this way gradually sank into the soft ground, and 
in order to lessen the weight the second block was left without 
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a proper roof and covered instead by tarpaulin sheets. Towards 
the end the overcrowding was very bad in Ravensbrueck, and 
to add to the miseries of the prisoners the drainage system 
was constantly overflowing. In the summer months the huts 
in this low-lying part of the camp were permanently surrounded 
by a cloaca^ which froze hard in winter. A small concentration 
camp for male prisoners holding about i,ooo men abutted 
on to our groufid. In the west, behind the buildings of the 
Kommandantur, which was outside the camp wall, lay the 
Fuerstenberg Lake. Prisoners who were sent outside the camp 
to work declared that it was surrounded on all sides by water 
and marsh land. 

One morning the camp siren sounded earlier than usual 
and it was not the ordinary long-drawn-out howl to which 
we were accustomed, but a more urgent sound which had 
something ifrightening in it. The Block Seniors hurried their 
charges out of the huts. They were tremendously excited and 
urged them on to even greater haste. ‘‘Hurry. Hurry. Line up. 
Someone’s escaped.” 

Within a very short space of time, we were all lined up in 
our usual places. The camp personnel was aroused like a 
disturbed colony of ants. Wardresses with dogs ran here and 
there. The Camp Commandant stood surrounded by his 
underlings, giving furious orders. The sound of motors starting 
up made the air throb. The S.S. was preparing for a man-hunt. 
In the meantime, the roll-call proceeded hurriedly. One 
prisoner was missing from the Punishment Block. It was a 
gipsy woman named Weitz. In the night she had left her 
hut by climbing out of a window. She must have crossed the 
camp street, made her way up to the iron gates of the camp — 
although the police dogs roamed around off the leash during 
the night — climbed over the roof of the S.S. canteen, hardly 
ten yards from the S.S. guard-room, made her way up to the 
wall, which was topped with live wire, put a blanket and pillow 
she had brought with her over it for insulation and then 
got over it and sprung down to freedom. The first intimation of 
her flight was when the blanket and the pillow were spotted 
still on the wire in the morning. 

We stood there silently and watched the preparations for 
the hunt. With all my heart, I longed that she should succeed; 
that she should make her way safely through the trees and the 
marshland to some safe hiding-place. But the dogs! They were 

209 



already straining at the leash, and the whole male and female 
S.S. was mobilizing to be after her. 

The prisoners in the Punishment Block from which Weitz 
h ad escaped were women who had offended in some way or 
the other against the camp rules. They were serving various 
teitas there, ranging firom three months to the whole period 
of their stay in the camp, according to the severity of their 
offences. Amongst the thousands of women im the camp were 
naturally some who were born criminals, and sooner or later 
they were caught breaking the strict rules of the camp and 
ended in the Punishment Block. Naturally there was a much 
higher percentage of these hopeless cases there, and their 
presence made it a hell for the others. Violence, theft and 
treachery were everyday occurrences. And at that time the 
Block Senior was a criminal who ruled by brutality and 
violence. The prisoners there received the same rations as 
we did, but they performed the heaviest work and in conse- 
quence they were always hungry. On account of the escape, 
all the prisoners in the Punishment Block were deprived of 
three days’ rations. In consequence, a wave of hatred arose 
against the unfortunate woman. 

It was already midday and we were still standing and 
waiting. I felt cold, hungry and miserable. Behind us those 
who had lost consciousness lay in rows on the ground. They 
were not allowed to crawl back into the comparative warmth 
of the huts. 

And then at last they came. A group of wardresses with 
dogs, S.S. men and the Camp Goihmandant Koegel. And 
driven along in front of them, stumbling, pushed and kicked, 
was a miserable bundle of rags, the gypsy Weitz. The dogs 
snapped at her legs and tore at her clothing as she staggered 
forward. Like this the whole group moved right through the hnes 
of waiting prisoners. Then it disappeared into the Pimishment 
Block. What happened there I learnt later. The Camp Com- 
mandant himself kicked and pushed the exhausted woman 
forward. She w^ bitten all over her body by the dogs and 
covered with blood and dirt. The prisoners in the Punishment 
Block had been waiting all the morning lined up just as we 
had, and, in addition, they knew that her attempt at escape 
was to cost them three days’ food, 

“There she is,” he said. “It’s her fault that you’ll get no 
food for three days. Do what you like with her.” 



And the majority of the prisoners rushed at her, kicking her, 
striking her with their fists and belabouring her with stools 
until she dropped unconscious to the floor. After that, the 
bundle of bloody rags was dragged out again and pulled along 
the ground before our horrified eyes. Koegel followed behind 
and to each line of prisoners he declared: 

“Take a goo<j look at her. That’s what will happen to any 
of you who attempt to escape.” 

The gipsy Weitz died a litde later without recovering 
consciousness. The S.S. had made an example of her for the 
benefit of all of us. 

During the whole year 1940 only forty-seven prisoners 
died in Ravensbrueck. In later years the mortality rate of 
“natural deaths” was about eighty a day, not counting those 
who were sent to the gas chambers, and more than half had 
been beaten, starved or frozen to death in the punishment 
cells. The prisoners who worked in the sick-bay had to fetch 
the corpses from the cells. They often found them frozen to 
the floor or mummified from starvation. 

Whilst I was still in Block 2 I saw a woman who had 
been flogged. Her buttocks and thighs were black and blue in 
ugly weals. In many places the skin had burst under the 
blows, and crusted blood made a tracery of stripes. The woman 
had been caught stealing a piece of bread. Our stupid Block 
Senior delivered a speech on stealing and its consequences. 
“I’m not a thief,” the woman replied; “but I was so hungry 
I hardly knew what I was doing.” 

In our hut there was a prisoner who regularly stole the 
aluminium cups. Afterwards they would be found neatly 
arranged in her own locker. Every time she did it there was 
a tremendous hubbub and the prisoners who had lost their 
cups fell on her and beat her. She had been reported again 
and again, but neither reports nor punishment nor blows made 
any difference. Even her fellow Asocials realized that she 
“had a screw loose.” There was a high proportion of such 
women amongst the Asocials and their lot was unenviable, 
for they were beaten and ill-treated by their fellow prisoners 
as well as by the guards. There were also the bed-wetters 
whose failings were regarded as malicious. They were terribly 
beaten and often forced to spend the night in the damp wash- 
room, but, of coupse, it did no good; quite the contrary, for 
they lived in constant anxiety and their condition grew worse. 
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It was the same with the epileptics. Under the camp conditions 
their fits grew more and more frequent and more and more 
violent. They, too, were regarded with disgust and loathing 
by the other prisoners. And then there was the great number 
ofrvenereal patients whose health was undermined by the 
experiments of the S.S. doctor, Sonntag. 

There was an eighteen-year-old girl nam^d Erna in our 
block. Her head was rather too big for her body and she, too, 
“had a screw loose.” She hardly spoke except to utter impotent 
threats. She was much teased and persecuted by the other 
Asociads. If an aeroplane came anywhere near the camp, 
she would rush to the window or out on to the camp street 
looking up at it, her lips moving rapidly in an excited mono- 
logue. 

“Ema, your airman’s coming for you. He’ll jump down on 
his parachute for certain to-day. Keep your eyes open.” 

Ema continued to look for her airman until the day they 
took her away to the gas chamber. 

We had a Block Register, which was kept in the Block 
Office. All particulars of the prisoners were written down in it. 
One day I saw an entry: “Poremski, Eugenia; Asocial; bom 
in Moscow.” She was on the “B” side of the Block, and that 
evening I went over to “B” and asked the Hut Senior which 
prisoner was Eugenia Poremski. She called out the name and 
a woman in the late twenties with dark eyes and an aquiline 
nose came out to me in the corridor with an anxious look on 
her face. I told her I had come to .see her because she had 
been bom in Moscow. Her face lighted up. “Moscow!” she 
exclaimed. “Do you know Moscow? Do you speak Russian?” 
And when I spoke to her in Russian she embraced me and 
began to sob. She was the daughter of White Russian emigrants 
and a niece of the Czarist Minister, Stolypin. She was in camp 
for having led an allegedly asocial life. After that we often 
chatted with each other. She was not very well educated, but 
she was intelligent and she suffered greatly from her life 
amongst prostitutes. Our acquaintance went on for some 
years and then she was sent away to work in a munitions 
factory. 

One of the worst features of German concentration camps 
was that no term was fixed for release. That “not knowing 
how long” was one of our worst tortures. As ffir as I was 
concerned, I have given up all hope, but amongst the AsodaJs 
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there were many women who never ceased to reckon with 
their release. Those who could ^‘read the cards” were in 
great demand. For a piece of bread, there was always a happy 
future: quick freedom. 

Human beings in concentration camps are different, and 
they are not inmates for long before they change. During my 
years of incarceration I had ample opportunity for seeing my 
fellow human beings without their normal civilized mask. 
It is not so easy to watch oneself. When people ask me how 
I managed to survive seven years of concentration camp in 
Russia and Germany I can only say that, apart from the fact 
that my physical condition was always good and my nerves 
well-balanced, I never let myself slide into a state where I 
lost my self-respect, and, above all, because I always found 
people who needed me. Again and again I made friends. 
It is only under such conditions that the true meaning of 
friendship can be learnt. 

Apart from the real criminal and asocial elements, most of 
the women were ordinary human beings — housewives, mothers 
and young girls who differed very little, m fact not at all, 
from the housewives, mothers and young girls outside the 
camps. In the first years there were very few conscious enemies 
of the regime in the camps— just the ^^old” Politicals and the 
Bible Students. Later on their number was increased by women 
from the resistance movements in the occupied countries. 
These latter women found it easier to stand the camp life. 
They had fought for a qgtuse and the fact that they were now 
in a concentration camp was proof of their danger to National 
Socialism. It strengthened their self-respect and helped them 
to hold their heads high. But the majority of the prisoners 
were ^‘innocent”; they were unable to understand why this 
terrible fate had befallen them at all. Each of these prisoners 
hung with all her being on the memory of what she had left 
behind: her husband, her children, her home. And here she 
was now, despairing and helpless, in a concentration camp, 
with no knowledge of how long she would have to stay there. 
She was drilled like a soldier and made to react like an auto- 
maton. At no time of the day or night was she ever alone. 
Everything she did was done in the company of others. At 
every step, at every word, she came up against strangers — 
strangers who were suffering as she was. Amongst the hundreds 
in her hut there would be perhaps one or two to whom she 
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felt attracted, but the majority she would find odious and 
intolerable in all their ways and habits. 

She was made to work excessively hard; she was half- 
starved; she was made to stand still and fireeze; and it even 
happened that she, an adult human being, a woman, a 
mother, a young girl, would be shouted at, bullied and even 
beaten. Every newcomer in a concentration camp goes through 
a terrible period in which she is shaken to thd" core, no matter 
how strong her physique, how calm her nerves. And the 
sufferings of the newcomers became worse and worse each 
year in Ravensbrueck, and in consequence the death-rate 
was highest amongst them. According to character, it would 
take weeks, months, or even years, before a prisoner resigned 
herself to her fate and adapted her being to existence in a 
camp. It is in this period that the character of the individual 
changes. Gradually the interest for the outside world and for 
the other prisoners declines. The reaction to horrifying events 
grows less intense and does not last so long. It is a process of 
hardening, until soon the news of death sentences, executions, 
floggings and even atrocious tortures causes no more than a 
faint reaction of horror which is over in a few minutes, and 
then there is again laughter and talk, and the camp life goes 
on as though nothing had happened. 

I observed the same change in myself. I remember that 
when I was a newcomer in the camp I was shocked and 
horrified when the women fainted at the roll-call, and in 
particular when a gipsy woman suffered the same heart 
attack each time because she was unable to stand immobile 
so long. And yet in 1944 when I had to go to the sick-bay for 
some reason or the other I calmly picked my way through 
the dying as they lay in the corridor choking out their lives. 

Christian morality declares that suffering ennobles the 
sufferer. That can be only a very qualified truth. Life in a 
concentration camp showed the contrary to be true more often 
than not. I think that nothing is more demoralizing than 
suffering, excessive suffering coupled with humiliation such 
as comes to men and women in concentration camps. That is 
true of individuals and probably of whole peoples. Concentra- 
tion camp is not like an ordinary prison. The one great blow, 
the loss of fireedom, is only the first, and after that you are 
made to suffer, deliberately made to suffer, constantly. Blows 
are bad, but there are worse things — constant provocations 
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and constant humiliations. When the S.S. struck, you dared 
not strike back. When the S.S. bullied and insulted, you had 
to keep your mouth shut and never answer back. You had 
lost all human rights — all, all without exception. You were 
just a living being with a number to distinguish you from the 
other unfortunates around you. 

And unconsciously you were tempted to revenge yourself 
on your fellow prisoners for the injuries you suffered. I am not 
thinking here of those prisoners who occupied some post and 
were able to maltreat those in their charge. That is a chapter 
on its own. No; I mean the ordinary women prisoners. This 
was at its worst amongst the Asocials, most of whom had not 
the faintest vestige of human solidarity. There it was a fight 
of all against all. But the same thing in a milder form could 
be seen amongst the other prisoners, even amongst the 
conscious Politicals. They were envious and jealous of each 
other. If one seemed to get a trifle more food, a slightly larger 
piece of bread, a slightly bigger portion of margarine or 
sausage, there were immediately hateful scenes of anger and 
resentment. 

In the first years the Politicals, Asocials and criminals were 
kept separate in German concentration camps, but later on, 
particularly when the camps became overcrowded, this 
practice ceased. Like the G.P.U. in Russia, the S.S. discovered 
that non-segregation made it easier for them to manage the 
prisoners, for it tended to increase the existing rivalries, 
jealousies and differences. To facilitate their own task, the 
S.S. also introduced what was called ‘‘self-admmistration.’* 
This system placed a part of the responsibility on the prisoners 
themselves, and unless prisoners of upright character occupied 
the various camp posts, which was the exception, it merely 
added new oppression and misery to the lives of the ordinary 
prisoners, for when Asocial or criminal elements managed to 
get such posts they exploited them to the advantage of them- 
selves and their favourites and to the suffering of their fellow 
prisoners. 

In the best case, the job of the Block or Hut Senior or 
Gang Leader was not an easy one to carry out justly. The 
prisoner in such a post had the difficult task of guarding the 
interests of her fellow prisoners and at the same time to see 
that as far as possible the orders of the administration were 
obeyed and conflicts and irregularities avoided. More than 
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once have I seen a sudden change come over a woman chosen 
for such a post. From an ordinary cowed and docile creature, 
I have seen her change overnight into a domineering, ruthless 
fury who would brook no contradiction, make the others treat 
her with respect she most certainly did not deserve, scatter 
punishments and threats of punishments far and wide, and 
unscrupulously take things for herself which ppperly belonged 
to all. A woman like that — and there were many of them — 
could make the lives of several hundred of her fellow prisoners 
become a never-ending torture instead of merely a dull 
misery. 

I have already spoken of “bed-building” and locker- 
tidying, but such a woman was also in charge of the distribution 
of food, clothing and so on. What an opportunity for favouring 
her lickspittles! And in later years, when we were allowed to 
receive parcels from outside, what an opportunity for bribery 
and corruption! Some of the Block Seniors, in particular, 
zealously copied the manners of the S.S. Block Leader and 
established a reign of terror around them until they were 
indistinguishable from the S.S. apart from the uniform. Such 
women were mere executive organs of the S.S. in the ranks of 
the prisoners, “S.S. might-have-beens.” One word from a 
Block Senior to the S.S. Block Leader and there was punish- 
ment for the unfortimate prisoner who had incurred her 
displeasure. 

On the other hand, a good Block Senior could soon manage 
her S.S. Block Leader, usually a woman of low intelligence, 
divert her from too frequent controls, prevent reports and 
punishments, and quite generally improve the conditions of 
her fellow prisoners and assure them peace and quiet in their 
free time at least. From 1942 onwards, when the so-called 
“Sick Transports” began to be organized, the Block Senior 
held practically the power of life and death over her fellow 
prisoners. It was she who was instructed to draw up the list 
of those who had “physical or mental defects” or who were 
incapable of work. Women who went off with such transports 
ended in the gas chambers. There were, however, some jBlock 
Seniors who managed to protect the old and unfit prisoners 
from these transports for years. 

From the time we first tumbled out of our bimks to the time 
we had to line up outside for the roll-call there was three- 
quarters of an hour in which to wash, dress, build beds, tidy 
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lockers and eat our ‘‘breakfast,” That would not be too easy 
in the best of circumstances, but think what it meant in a hut 
with 100 other women all rushing around intent on doing 
the same! We pushed and shoved each other in a race to get 
through the narrow corridors between the bunks and ^get 
into the wash-room first. Queues immediately formed in front 
of each tap. One combed herself^ the other cleaned her teeth, 
the third splashed everyone in the neighbourhood as she 
washed, and the air was blue with bad language and abuse. 
There were more queues in front of each w c. and then queues 
for '‘cojffee,” Everyone was tearing around at top speed, 
buffeting everyone else. And then the siren would start up 
to call us outside for the roll-call and the Block Senior would 
begin to bellow “Fall in!” 

One morning the S.S. Block Leader Drechsler paid us a 
visit. She was obviously in a bad temper and she began to 
shout furiously to speed up our efforts. She abused and bullied 
us left and right, and all who came in her way were clouted 
viciously. 

“Get out of here,” she shouted; “and sharp about it. Do 
you think you’ve got all day to hang about in? Get a move on 
or I’ll report the lot of you.” 

She was in a mood, and when the prisoners were all outside 
she marched into the dormitory of “A” Hut, which was 
mine. She gave one look at the beds: “Where’s the Hut 
Senior?” she shrieked. I went forward and received a flood 
of abuse. 

“Do you call that bed-building? Those beds are more like 
ha mm ocks. I’ve had just about enough of this piggery on 
‘A’ Side. Report in the office after roll-call.’’ 

When the roll-call was over'and the members of the Labour 
Pool and the knitters had returned to the huts, one of the 
women firom my group began to complain bitterly to the 
Block Senior that her bread had been stolen in the night. At 
that moment the door to the office opened and the angry face 
of Drechsler appeared. 

“What’s all this noise,” she demanded. 

The Block Senior explained. 

“Who stole your bread?” Drechsler demanded, turning 
towards the woman who had complained. 

“Lina from Table 6 ,” she replied at once. 

“Get the woman and bring her in to me,” she ordered. 



“and the rest of you come as well. We’ll get to the bottom of 
this, or I’ll know the reason why.” 

With a sinking heart, I went to find poor Lina, an old 
woman with the wrinkled face of a worried baby and a high- 
pitphed, childish voice. She was hopeless; even before I had 
told her what it was about she began to deny having stolen 
any bread. She was mentally defective, and we all knew it. 
Before the door of the office I whispered hfirriedly: “Don’t 
forget to announce yourself properly or Drechsler will beat 
hell out of you this morning. She’s feeling like it.” 

Inside Lina stammered out her name and number, and the 
examination began. The verdict was a foregone conclusion 
once the Block Senior had reported that Lina had already 
been caught stealing bread. When I saw that Drechsler was 
about to write out a report, I intervened. 

“Frau S.S. Leader, you’re dealing with a mentally defective. 
Lina’s not responsible for her actions. Everybody knows she’s 
not all there.” 

Drechsler stopped her writing and looked up at me with her 
mouth open in astonishment at my temerity. For a moment 
she seemed unable to grasp the enormity of my offence, but 
then she recovered tongue: 

“Your mouth’s too big; that’s what’s the matter with you. 
Of all the insolence! And an idiot like you is Hut Senior. 
Small wonder ‘A’ Side’s like a pigsty.” 

She got up from her chair and came round towards me, still 
talking. “You’ve been Hut Senior ^oo long, and this is it. 
I’ll report you to the Senior Supervisor. Understand? Dismiss. 
All of you.” 

As we closed the door behind us, she was talking to herself 
indignantly: “What a nerve! I’ve never known such a thing 
in my life.” 

1 didn’t mind losing my position as Hut Senior; in fact, I was 
glad of it — ^but a “report”? I felt miserable and apprehensive. 

The next morning I was “called out” to go to the office 
of S.S. Senior Supervisor Langefeld. I waited in front of the 
door and after a while Marianne Kom, Langefeld’s secretary, 
came out. She was young, blonde and pretty, but the conviction 
of being one of the ^lite — ^she was a Bible Student — gave her 
an arrogant and condescending look. 

“Go in, Buber,” she said. “Frau Supervisor is ready to 
see you.” 
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1 went in and announced myself in the routine fashion. 
Frau Langefeld was sitting at her desk. At first she did not 
look at me at all, but glanced out of the window. She seemed 
nervous and shook her head as though she were shaking her 
hair out of her eyes 

“You are Hut Senior with the Asocials?” she asked. 

I was about to say “I was,” but I altered it to a simple 
confirmation. 

Her next question found me quite unprepared. 

“Do you think yourself capable of being Block Senior?” 

“No; I don’t think so,” I stammered. “I don’t think I’m 
suitable at all. I’m already in trouble as Hut Senior.” 

She took no notice of what I said. “Very well, then,” she 
continued. “You are to be Block Senior with the Bible Students 
in Block 3. You must remember that Block 3 is the Inspection 
Block, and you must pay particular attention to constant 
neatness and orderliness, because you never know when there 
might be an inspection, and everything must be in perfect 
order at any time of the day or night. Go and get your things 
and take them straight to Block 3 now.” 

That was the end of the interview, and I left in a state of 
great astonishment to carry out my orders. I had expected 
punishment — perhaps even the bunkers — and instead I was 
promoted. It was not until later that I gradually learned the 
background of this extraordinary happening. The Block 
Senior of Block 3 was a certain Kaethe Knoll. She was known 
as a Political, but she had not been a member of any political 
party and she never made any reference to the reason for her 
arrest. Later on I happened to see her file card, and on it was 
the note: “Twice convicted for theft.” She was probably one 
of those “Politicals” who had made an incautious remark about 
the Nazis and been overheard by a zealous informer; there 
were many like that. 

By 1940 her name was notorious in the camp. She considered 
herself to be the best and most efficient Block Senior in the 
camp, and this opinion was shared by the Camp Commandant, 
Koegler, who had therefore entrusted her with the most 
important Block Senior’s post. With the backing of Koegler, 
her position seemed impregnable. Not only did she comply 
with all the camp rules and regulations most strictly as far as 
t hos p under her were concerned, but she led them a dog’s life, 
even outdoing the S.S. in chicanery. She already had the 
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death of one prisoner on her conscience, the Political Sabo, 
whom she had reported and who had then been sent to the 
Bunkers, where she died. This did not disturb her in the least, 
and she went on bullying and tormenting the inmates of 
Block 3, keeping them in a constant state of anxiety and 
suspense. She even succeeded in making “reports,” although the 
prisoners in Block 3 were all Bible Students and^model prisoners. 

Now, S.S. Senior Supervisor Langefeld sympathized with 
them. She admired their constancy and respected their 
religious convictions. Through her secretary, Marianne Korn, 
who was herself a Bible Student, she learned of the hell they 
were suffering in Block 3 thanks to the zeal and malice of 
Kaethe Knoll. For the moment she could do nothing for 
them, because it was impossible to get rid of a woman who 
enjoyed the confidence and favour of the Camp Commandant 
himself, but she watched Kaethe Knoll like a lynx until finally 
she caught her red-handed in a self-seeking offence against the 
camp regulations. She then put the worst possible interpretation 
on it and formally made a “report.” Even the Commandant 
could not shield the culprit against his own Senior Supervisor, 
and so Kaethe Knoll went off to the Bunkers to which she 
had condemned so many others. 

But now the problem arose of finding a suitable Block 
Senior, someone Langefeld and Marianne Korn could rely 
on to satisfy the formal requirements of camp discipline and 
yet treat the Bible Students decently. Whilst they were still 
discussing the difficult question, S.S. ieader Drechsler arrived, 
indignantly demanding the removal and punishment of the Hut 
Setdor of “A” Wing for insolence, describing her (me) as “a 
hopeless idiot who had had the nerve to declare that another 
idiot couldn’t be made responsible for an offence because she 
wasn’t right in the head.” Here was the God-sent solution of 
Langefeld’s difiBculty: such “a hopeless idiot” was exactly 
what she wanted to look after her Bible Students. And so I 
was promoted Block Senior. 

With mixed feelings, I took up my duties that afternoon 
at Block 3. It was situated on the right-hand side of the camp 
street opposite Block i, which contained “old” Politicals. 
There was a very different atmosphere here. The place was 
silent and smelt of cleaning powder, disinfectant and cabbage 
soup. Two hundred and seventy women sat at the tables 
and ate their meal in silence, and hardly a word was spoken. <• 
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It was not what I had been used to, and I found it a little 
overpowering. As soon as I went into the room, a tall, blonde 
woman rose, led me to a seat and served me with a bowl of 
cabbage soup. I hardly knew what to do. Should I tell 
them who I was and why I had come? Ought I to deliver a 
speech in this expectant silence? Should I tell them tfiiey 
could talk, so that I could have some noise around me? 

Wherever I looked along the tables there were the same 
modest smiling faces. All of them had their hair tied at the 
back in a tight bun, and they sat there in perfect order and 
ate their food as though they were all on the same string. 
Most of them seemed to be peasant women, and their lean 
faces were brown and wrinkled from the sun and the wind. 
Under each bowl there was a little cardboard mat — ‘‘because 
otherwise there might be rings on the table,” as I learnt 
subsequently. The floor in the corridor and between the tables 
was laid out with big sheets of brown paper in order that 
prisoners coming in from work outside should not dirty it. 
At the door were brushes and scrapers, and no prisoner ever 
entered without first removing the mud and dirt from her 
clogs. After the meal one of the prisoners came up to me: 

“Block Senior, may I go into the dormitory, please? Tve 
forgotten something there,” 

I gave her permission, and before she entered the dormitory 
I saw her take off her clogs and go in with stockinged feet. 
In the meantime, several women collected the bowls and 
spoons of all of them and carried them off to be washed. 
I sat where I was, still feeling a little strange and miserable 
in these new surroundings, and very uncertain of myself. 
The siren had not yet sounded for the afternoon “labour 
parade,” but without any special instructions or encourage- 
ment one after the other left the hut to line up. Many of them 
wore solid leather boots and lined, striped jackets — at this 
point I must mention that in the previous September the 
whole camp had received field-grey stockings, wooden clogs 
and jackets. The clothing of most of these Bible Students had 
been issued in the early days of concentration camps and it 
was made of better and warmer material. Many of these 
women had been in prison and concentration camp for years. 
Like the “old” Politicals, their camp numbers were all low, 
and in this respect the Devil won a minor victory over them, 
for they were guilty of a certain modest pride in the fact. 
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As soon as the others had gone out, the duty squad got to 
work. It consisted of the tall blonde, Gesche, who was a 
Friesian, a Berliner named Friedl Schwann and a Saxon named 
Ella Heumpel. They rapidly collected the paper on the floor 
and put it away neatly for use next time, dusted all ledges 
and carefully examined the tables for possible stains. 

The Hut Senior of “A” Wing came in. Her name was 
Bertl Schindler and she was a pohtical Czeclf from Pardubitz. 
She was a different and altogether more human and approach- 
able type than these humble and yet somehow self-sufficient 
sectarians. I liked her friendly face and lively manner firom 
the beginning, and it was clear that we should get on together. 
The talk opened with an outburst of indignation against my 
predecessor, in which, somewhat to my surprise, the duty 
squad of Bible Students joined zealously. 

Then they instructed me in my duties as Block Senior and 
told me exactly what I had to do on inspections when the 
much-feared Camp Commandant Koegler arrived with his 
visitors. I practised springing smartly to attention and rattling 
off my report on the state of the block. Thanks to them, too, 
I was told at once of all the little ways and tricks of Koegler. 

My Hut Senior of “B” Wing was Grete Boetzel, a German 
Pole, a thoroughly hateful person and a worthy subordinate of 
Kaethe Knoll. It took me some time before I could assert 
my authority as Block Senior sufficiently to make her treat 
the Bible Students with some degree of consideration, and all 
the time she was there we lived qn a footing of unspoken 
hostility. Later on she left us to become Block Senior elsewhere, 
to our great relief and to the misfortune of those who came 
tmder her control. 

I was taken round on a tour of inspection of this “model 
block” of which I was now in charge. There were 275 prisoners 
— all Bible Students. All of them were model prisoners and 
all of them knew the camp rules and regulations inside out 
and obeyed them to the letter. One locker looked exactly 
like the other, and all of them were models of cleanliness and 
neatness. All the towels himg on the locker doors in etactly 
the same regulation fashion; every bowl, plate, cup, etc., was 
clean and highly polished. All combs were cleaned daily and 
each toothbrush was carefully searched for any stain or 
clogging. Not a finger-print was visible on any door. The stools 
were scrubbed spotlessly clean and always neatly stacked vfbea 
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not in use. Not one of the prisoners ever broke the regulation 
that feet must not be put round the legs of stools for fear of 
marks. Dust was removed everywhere, even from the beams 
across the hut, for our hut had no ceiling and we looked 
up straight into the roof. I was told that some of the S.S, 
overseers went round with white gloves, passing their fingers 
over ledges and locker tops and even climbing on to the tables 
to find out wheftier the beams were dustless. The table tops 
seemed to be polished, and I discovered that this effect was 
obtained by pressing down the wood inch for inch with the 
back of a shoe-brush. The windows shone and you could 
quite literally have eaten off the floor, which was thoroughly 
scrubbed daily. 

The office of the S.S. Block Leader was a picture of cleanli- 
ness, and the locker where the cleaning materials and utensils 
were kept was dazzling; every pail and bowl shone hke a 
mirror. Lavatories and wash-room were equally clean. Two 
women of the duty squad spent hours on them. But the 
culminating point of all this neatness and cleanliness was the 
dormitories, each containing 140 beds. The bed-building here 
was an astonishing achievement. Straw sacks and pillows 
were like boxes, each with its clearly defined edges, one exactly 
the same shape and size as the next, the whole forming abso- 
lutely impeccable rows. The blankets were all carefully folded 
in exactly the same way and exactly the same size, and all 
laid out on the beds in exactly the same pattern, showing 
exactly the same number^of squares on the mattress coverings. 
At the end, neatly piled under the last bunk, lay the sticks 
and boards with which this marvel was achieved. On every 
bunk was a card bearing the name and number of the prisoners 
who slept in it, and on the door was a carefully-drawn plan 
of the dormitory showing each bunk and exactly who slept in 
it, so that anyone inspecting could tell at once where everyone 
was. 

In the day-room there was a record showing just which 
table had to be first with the distribution of '‘sweet soup ^ or 
the Sunday “extra ladle’’ of goulash^ and so on. Inside the 
door of each locker was a card on which the name and number 
of the prisoner responsible for it was neatly inscribed, and^ in 
the office were plans showing the exact position of everything 
in the block and just where each prisoner sat and slept and 
stood at the roll-call. There was also an exact record of every 
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letter despatched and received — and so on and so on; lists, 
plans and graphs without end. And now I was in charge of 
all this complicated purgatory of cleanliness and order. The 
thought depressed me and I almost began to think that the 
lousy mud huts of Birma were preferable to this pedantic 
nightmare. 

It was a strange life I now began to lead in Block 3. Whilst 
I was Hut Senior amongst the Asocials, th^ whole day had 
been occupied with some duty or the other and disturbed 
with some new fear. With the Bible Students my life ram 
very smoothly. Everything went like clockwork. In the 
mornings, when everyone was intent on getting her jobs 
done before the roll-call, no one spoke a loud word. In other 
blocks the Block Seniors and Hut Seniors had to shout them- 
selves hoarse before they could get their charges out into the 
open and into line, but here the whole procedure went off 
silently and without a word from me, and the same was true 
of everything else — ^the distribution of food, lights out, and all 
the rest of the prisoners’ day. 

My chief task with the Bible Students was to make their 
lives as tolerable as possible, to ward off the chicanery of the 
S.S. Block Leader, and to further the interests of each individual 
to the best of my ability. I had an opportunity of helping them 
in particular on the daily journey with sick prisoners to the 
medical post. WTiat the Block Senior said to the S.S. matron 
or the S.S. doctor was usually decisive, and in this way I 
could usually obtain a “bed card”- or a permit for “inside 
work.” In addition, occasionally there was a possibility of 
getting hold of aspirin tablets and similar medicaments, and 
securing more frequent changes of linen, and things of that 
nature. 

Nothing was ever stolen in Block 3. There was no lying and 
no tale-besuing. Each of the women was not only highly 
conscientious personally, but held herself responsible for the 
well-being of the group as a whole. I had not been there 
very long before they realized that I was their friend and 
then they took me unreservedly into their community. During 
the two years I was with them as their Block Senior nothing 
ever happened to mar the relation of absolute confidence 
which existed between iis. 

Once this relationship had been established and I was 
quite confident that none of them would ever betray me, 
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there were many things I could do for them — for instance, 

I saved the older and physically weaker prisoners from standing 
for hours at the roll-call with all sorts of excuses and tricks. 

I could not have done that with the Asocials, for those who 
were better able to stand the strain would have betrayed mp 
to the S.S. in their resentment at the idea that anyone was 
being favoured. 

The Bible Students formed the only homogeneous block 
amongst the prisoners at Ravensbrueck. Apart from one or 
two Dutchwomen, they were all Germans, and they all 
belonged to the International Association of Bible Students. 
When I first went to Block 3 I had only the vaguest idea about 
their religious convictions and why Hitler disliked them. 
Dislike is a mild word to describe his attitude towards them; 
he denounced them as enemies of the State and persecuted 
them ruthlessly. Before 1933 an earnest, bespectacled woman 
had rung my bell and tried to persuade me to read a pamphlet 
about the imminent destruction of the world. I had refused 
politely, regarding her fears, or hopes, as premature. And now I 
lived my life amongst hundreds of equally earnest and sincere 
believers, and as they did not regard me as ‘‘a vessel of wrath,” 
they naturally tried to win me over to their beliefs — ‘'bearing 
witness” as it was called in their sectarian jargon. 

Even as a child I had not been much interested in religion, 
and during the scripture lessons I had usually read some other 
and more interesting book under the desk. It was not easy 
for me to grasp just what 4heir religion was all about, or to 
pin them down to anything concrete which was capable of 
logical discussion, particularly as I soon found that without 
exception they were simple-minded women of little or no 
education. They came from small towns or country villages, 
from peasant and lower middle-class families, and occasionally 
from working-class families, but then of the unskilled labourer 
type. It was useless to talk about natural science to them; 
they merely answered with a self-satisfied quotation from the 
Bible, which, to them, was a complete refutation of anything 
I might have said. And once when I innocently mentioned 
Darwin and natural selection a horrified hush descended as 
though I had conjxired up the Devil himself. 

It was not long before they realized that I was a very 
unlikely convert so they gave up their efforts, but they continued 
to show me their sympathy and never ceased to hope that 
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one day I might “see the light” and thus avoid the fate 
of the damned. As far as I could make out they believed 
that the whole of humanity, with the exception of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, was soon to be cast into everlasting darkness when 
the world came to an end. After that Jehovah’s Witnesses 
would live on in the “Golden Age” after “Armageddon,” at 
which Good was to triumph finally over Evil. The poor little 
crippled ugly duckling Erna would sit thefe and rave in her 
high-pitched, squeaky voice about all the wonders that awaited 
them. She was to rise again in the body, which was to be 
perfectly beautiful, and enjoy all the peace, happiness and good 
things she had missed on earth. Nation would no longer lift up 
sword against nation, the leopard would lie down with the kid; 
and the calf and the young lion and the fading together, and no 
one would hurt or destroy in all His holy mountain. And there 
would be no more dying and everyone — ^the survivors — ^would 
live happily ever after and there would be no end to their 
felicity. 

This simple and satisfactory belief lent them strength and 
made them able to stand the long years of concentration-camp 
life and all the indignities and humiliations and still retain 
their human dignity. They were given cause to prove, and 
they proved, that death had no terrors for them. They could 
die for their beliefs without shrinking. How much easier it is 
for a religious martyr to die for his faith, for he believes that 
everlasting happiness and glory await him on the other side. 
The political martyr must be content with sacrificing himself 
that others, future generations, may one day enjoy the fruits 
of his sacrifice. 

It was not their belief in the imminent destruction of the 
world “so as by fire” which made these people enemies of 
Hitler’s State, but their opposition to all established organiza- 
tions, both political and religious, to Hitler’s State and to 
the Catholic Church, both of which they regarded as “instru- 
ments of the Devil.” They regarded the Nazi regime as the 
work of the Antichrist, the crowning of the diabolical which 
was, as the Bible prophesied, to stand at the end of days and 
be followed shortly afterwards by the casting of all unbelievers 
into Hell. At the same time they took the Sixth Commandment 
seriously and in consequence they were determined opponents 
of all wars and all mdlitary service. Their constancy in this 
respect cost many of the male Witnesses their lives. The 
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women of the sect also refused to perform any work which in 
their opinion was calculated to further the war effort. As 
usual in such complicated questions, they were guilty of many 
inconsistencies, and in the concentration camps they were 
the most highly prized and most sought-after workers. They 
cleaned the houses of the S.S. officials and the quarters of the 
overseers; they looked after the children of the S.S. in their 
children’s homes; \hey served as maids to the Camp Com- 
mandant and other S.S. officers; they tended the S.S. 
kitchen garden; and they fed the S.S. bloodhounds, police 
dogs, pigs, chickens and rabbits. Their sense of duty and 
their feeling of responsibility were unshakable; they were 
industrious, honest and obedient — in short, they were ideal 
slaves for the S.S. They were even given special passes permit- 
ting them to leave and enter the camp for their work, for, as 
the S.S. finally realized, no Bible Student would ever dream 
of trying to escape from a concentration camp; that would 
have been tantamount to rejecting the crown of martyrdom. 
The Witnesses were, so to speak, “voluntary prisoners,” for 
all they had to do in order to secure their immediate release 
was to sign the special Bible Students’ form which read: 
“I declare herewith that from this day on I no longer consider 
myself a Bible Student and that I will do nothing to further 
the interests of the International Association of Bible Students.” 

There were piles of these forms in the S.S. office, but up 
to 1942 very, very few were ever signed. However, later on, 
when the persecution against them grew more brutal and 
ruthless, the weaker sisters began to sign, though even then 
they were the exception. 

“I don’t understand why you don’t sign this ridiculous 
form,” I said one day to an elderly “Witness.” “After all, 
promises made under duress have no moral significance and 
no binding value. And outside you could carry on with your 
work.” 

“No,” she replied firmly. “We could not reconcile that with 
our consciences. To sign the S.S. form would be to pact 
with the Devil,” 

They gladly suffered for their beliefs, particularly as they 
were convinced that the more they suffered the greater their 
reward would be after the forces of Good had triumphed at 
“Armageddon.” It struck me as an accountant’s form of 
morality, but they were obviously not conscious of it. If 
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one of their '‘sisters/’ as they called each other, won the 
crown of martyrdom, they showed no trace of sadness or 
horror. "She has passed over. She is happier than we are,” 
they would say at the news that another of their friends had 
suffered death as the culmination of their often horrible 
sufferings in the camp. 

Before I became their Block Senior, they suffered much 
from the fact that Kaethe Knoll did her ^utmost to prevent 
them from engaging in religious discussion with each other. 
At the slightest suspicion she would threaten them with 
"reports.” This was a dreadful deprivation for them because 
they lived in the Bible and all their thoughts revolved around 
it. Everything that happened had to be corroborated by some 
text or other in the Scriptures; and everything that happened 
from the beginning of the world and would still happen to its 
end was all prophesied in the Bible, if you could only find the 
right place. They even found their own personal fates pre- 
figured in the Word. To stop them from talking about it all 
and comparing notes — "studying the Bible,” in short — ^was a 
kind of Chinese torture, and Kaethe Knoll had applied it with 
malicious zeal. 

I had been their Block Senior for some time before I dis- 
covered that my "Bible Worms,” as they were known in the 
camp, possessed Bibles and Bible Students literature. Under 
Kaethe Knoll’s regime they had never dared to smuggle them 
into the block, and they had probably read them in spare 
moments at their outside work a^d left them hidden in safe 
places. But under my benevolent regime — ^which, incidentally, 
was also prophesied in the Bible — they began to bring them in, 
hidden in pails and floor cloths and so on, when they came 
in from work. When I discovered it I suggested that it would 
be less dangerous if they hid them somewhere in the block, 
and this suggestion was enthusiastically adopted. After that 
Bible studying went on quite openly in the block in the 
evenings and on Sundays. And in bed at night, before the 
S.S. women came round with their dogs, they would sing their 
hymns softly. My job was to see that they had ample warning 
of danger and an opportunity to hide away their forbidden 
literature. When we left Block 3 and moved to Block 17, 
which was situated in the newly built second camp street, we 
had a ceiling to our hut and then we carefully made a cache 
between ceiling and roof for all this forbidden material. 
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^^Grete/’ they said, ^‘every day we thank Jehovah that He 
sent you to us. Our sufferings were terrible and we never 
ceased to pray that He might have mercy on us. And, you see, 
He did.” 

I got this in varying forms from all of them at one time 
or the other, and it was usually followed up by another 
attempt as prosel^jtism, from which I would fly out into the 
fresh air with a hurriedly murmured: “Yes, yes. Good. That’s 
all right.” But in the meantime I was running no small risk. 
I was Block Senior and responsible for everything that went 
on. It was the “Golden Age” of my life in concentration camp — 
post-Armageddon so to speak — but how I managed to survive 
inspection after inspection headed by that brute Koegel 
without landing in Punishment Block or Bunkers I don’t 
know to this day. The risk was increased by the fact that 
even conscientious Bible Students are human, and under my 
mild regime they began to fall away from their former exem- 
plary state and be guilty of various minor infringements 
of the camp rules. For instance, gradually they became every 
bit as adept at “organizing” coffee-making and potato- 
cooking as the inmates of any other block. And because it 
happened, no matter what care was taken, there was the 
danger of discovery. And I was responsible. If Koegel had 
foimd out even once, my fate would have been the Bunkers. 

But there was a still more dangerous game I played. When 
a prisoner felt ill she had to report through me to the medical 
post. The acid test was the thermometer. According to its 
reading, the sick woman would be sent into the sick-bay, 
be permitted to do “inside work,” or be sent out mercilessly 
to her ordinary labours. Now, amongst the “Witnesses” there 
were quite a number of older women who, although they had 
no fever, were just so weak that work was really beyond them. 
The only way to spare them and let them have a day off 
from time to time was for me to give false reports of the 
numbers in the gangs, and this I did. What would have 
happened to me if this had been discovered I hesitate to think. 
It was made more difficult by the fact that we were the 
Inspection Block, but somehow or the other all dangers were 
circumvented and I was never found out. 

To reduce aU risks to a minimum, we organized a constant 
watch. One of the four members of the “Duty Squad” was 
always stationed at the window which overlooked the camp 
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street, from which side danger was most likely to come. In 
addition, around eleven in the morning and three in the 
afternoon, which were the most dangerous times, I would 
invent some pretext or the other for leaving the block and 
going outside to look around, or I would send my Hut Senior 
out for the same purpose. And then a stout shield was Marianne 
Korn, Langefeld’s secretary. She knew what I risked, and at 
the least sign of danger she would find some means of sending 
us warning. 

As soon as the warning sounded, “They’re coming!” all 
the prisoners who were in the block without “inside work” 
permits would rush off and lock themselves in the lavatories. 
Those who were in bed right at the end of the dormitory were 
told to keep as quiet as mice; all the pots with potatoes, soup 
or coffee were whisked away; the window was opened to let 
out any possible smell of food; those who were properly present 
hastily sat down at the tables and began to work on socks; 
and I hastily adjusted my headdress in the regulation fashion 
and buttoned up the top button of my dress. Then I would 
march smartly towards Commandant Koegel and his herd of 
visitors to welcome them at the door. On such occasions my 
legs invariably felt as though they were made of india-rubber. 

According to the rank and significance of his visitors, 
Koegel would be dressed in ordinary or gala uniform complete 
with all his clinking load of medals. Coming smartly to attention, 
clicking my heels, and keeping my arms to my side, I would 
report in the appropriate subaltemr voice: 

“Block Senior Margarete Buber, No. 4,208. Report obedi- 
ently Block No. 3 occupied by 275 Bible Students and three 
Politicals, of whom 260 are at work, eight have hut duties and 
seven permits for inside work.” 

Koegel would stare at me with his watery blue eyes, his 
clean-shaven jowls twitching, and grunt something. Then I 
would go ahead on the routine inspection, opening one door 
after the other, and the first three lockers. And as we approached 
the prisoners properly and legitimately present, I would snarl 
^^AchtungP^ whereupon they would all spring up like jacks-in- 
the-box. All the visitors, whether male or female, S.A., S.S., 
or what-not would invariably be impressed by the shining 
tin and aluminium. Koegel was usually the only one to put 
questions to the prisoners. If anyone else attempted to do so, 
he would immediately intervene. Each time he would ask 
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one of the women present, “Why were you arrested?” and 
invariably the answer would come: “Because I am a Witness 
of Jehovah.” That would be all the questioning, for Koegel 
knew from experience that these incorrigible Bible Students 
never missed an opportunity for a demonstration. “Carry oni^” 
he would order, and the prisoners would then go on with 
their knitting or whatever other work had been specially 
prepared for such* a contingency 

After that the visitors would look into the dormitory, and 
invariably there would be loud exclamations at the spotless 
order they found there. At which Koegel would shout: 

“Block Senior! How much time have the prisoners between 
reveille and roll-call?” 

“Three-quarters of an hour, Herr Camp Commandant.” 

And then Koegel would point to the beds. “Three-quarters 
of an hour, ladies and gentlemen,” he would declare with 
pride. “And in that time look what my prisoners do: bed- 
building, dressing, washing, locker-cleaning, coffee-drinking 
and then roll-call. And look at these exemplary beds. Or 
perhaps you think there are boards under the blankets^” 
And then he would go over to one of the beds and turn back 
the covers and smack the mattress with his whip. “Look at 
that straw sack. See how it’s packed. That’s merely one of the 
results of the work we do here to educate the prisoners back to 
a life of order and cleanliness.” 

Then he would regularly stride to the window, which was 
immediately opposite the,window of the next hut, whose far 
window was immediately opposite the window of the one 
beyond, and so on nght down the line, so that visitors could 
gaze right through all the huts on that side and see never- 
ending lines of bunks. With a proud movement of his arm, 
Koegel would embrace the lot, saying in an impressive voice: 
“And ail those huts are just as clean and orderly as this one; 
you can take my word for that.” 

And his visitors would crowd round the window and look 
through with admiration at the evidence of the great work 
being done in concentration camp Ravensbrueck to educate 
the enemies of the State and other inferior elements to be 
good and useful citizens of the National Socialist People’s 
Community. 

After “A” Wing, ecactly the same ritual was performed in 
“B” Wing. And once the cigarette-smoking, stamping, clinking 
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mob had trooped off, the prisoners locked in the closets would 
tumble out again in great relief, the work would be shoved 
to one side and the pots with food would re-appear on the 
tables or on the stove. Once again we had survived an 
inspection. 

"^But on one such inspection it was almost all up with me 
and my heart sank into my boots. When the inspection was 
almost over and the crowd was about to nfove oflF, one of the 
visitors asked Koegel whether he might inspect the lavatories. 

“Why, of course,” answered Koegel jovially. “Of course. 
And you’ll find the same cleanliness and order there as every- 
where else. Block Senior, lead the way.” 

I led the way in despair. I went to open the first w.c. door, 
quite expecting to find it locked because it contained three 
or four prisoners hiding themselves from Koegel’s sight, but 
to my surprise it opened and proved to be empty. The inquisi- 
tive visitor went m and pulled the plug. The water closet 
flushed according to plan and with a fatuous smile on his 
face he expressed himself as satisfied, adding: “During the 
war I was interned in England. The water closets never 
functioned properly there. It just shows you the difference in 
culture.” 

And then they did go. I had to sit down and recover. My 
heart threatened to choke me and my legs refused to support 
me any longer. But really I needn’t have worried at all — ^it 
was all in the Bible. 

Although the S.S. Senior Supervisor Frau Langefeld favoured 
and protected the “Witnesses,” one of the lea^g overseers, 
a woman named Zimmer, regarded them as her bite noire. 
She was between fifty and sixty years of age, a typical old 
prison wardress, and she had the reputation of dearly loving 
the bottle. The “Witnesses” whose job it was to clean her 
quarters reported that she was about as dirty and imtidy as a 
woman could possibly be. When she came to our block, it 
was usually the prelude to an inspection by outsiders. Frau 
Zimmer was satisfied with nothing; not even the most exemplary 
bed met with approval in her eyes, and she never missed an 
opportunity to abuse and bully the Witnesses. 

“You old hags,” she would say; “sitting around here and 
squawking about Jehovah. Why don’t you go home and look 
after your children and your husband? Get back to your 
households, you addle-pated old harridans.” 
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The Bible Students and Frau Zimmer were old enemies 
from the days of Lichtenberg, the first concentration camp for 
women. 

But my ^'Witnesses” were not always talking about Jehovah 
and the coming Golden Age, particularly on Saturdays, when 
the post was distributed. Then they had letters from their 
husbands. Many of these men were also Bible Students, and 
they were in Budhenwald, Dachau, Sachsenhausen and other 
concentration camps for their beliefs. But some of the women 
received letters from home, and they all contained the same 
urgent pleadings, I remember one of them: 

"'"My dear Enna, — When will you make up your mind to 
come home at last? The children are asking for you every 
day. The household is going more and more to rack and 
ruin, and the children aren’t getting the proper attention. 
The garden is overgrown with weeds. How can you be so 
hard-hearted and leave your nearest and dearest like this? 
I’m sure God can’t want you to do that.” 

And when she read it Enna dissolved into tears. Her distress 
and agony of mind were so obvious that I intervened. 

^^What your husband says is right, Enna. How can you make 
them suffer on your account? Why don’t you go home to 
them?” 

But Enna dried her tears and looked defiant. 

^‘You’re a child of this world,’* she declared. “You can’t 
understand. Jehovah demands that His followers should leave 
wife and child — and that means husband as well — and follow 
Him.” 

And with that she seized cloth and bucket and began 
cleaning the floor with great determination. 

These 500 women had become Bible Students for various 
reasons. Some of them were “Witnesses” because their hus- 
bands were. These were, so to speak, the “moderates. A few 
of them came from Bible Student families, and some of these 
were very young, hardly in their twenties. However, the great 
majority had “seen the light” at some time or the other and 
been “saved.” In the majority of such cases the women came 
firom very poor circumstances. They had always had to struggle 
hard in order to live. They had been deeply disappointed in 
life and most of them were unhappily married. One might 
fairly say that the great majority of these women had lived 
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unhappy lives and therefore they were not in love with this 
life and hoped for something better in a future world. They 
fled from the burden of responsibility this life placed on them 
and sought refuge in the role of martyrs, and in the name of 
Jehovah they condemned all the ^'worldly-wise.’’ Once they 
were Bible Students, their lives changed; from being wretched 
and miserable, oppressed and hard done by, they suddenly 
became members of “the Elect.” Their fornfer resentment at 
their own personal fates changed into an arrogant contempt 
for everyone and everything which did not belong to their 
own little sect. Each of them felt herself the chosen instrument 
of God’s wrath and wallowed with joy in the thought that the 
whole of humanity was soon to be plunged for ever into fire 
and brimstone. Only the few thousand “Witnesses” were to 
survive this cosmic holocaust. Apart from their religious 
fanaticism, most of them were good-natured, helpful souls 
and I got on well with them, particularly as I regarded them 
with tolerance as mentally sick. When they started their 
“witnessing,” I invariably cleared off. 

But on one occasion — ^it was in the spring of 1942 — an 
incident took place which was more than I could stand. I 
have already mentioned that by this time the “sick transports” 
were being organized — that is to say, the unfit were being 
sent to the gas chamber. It was the duty of the Block Seniors 
to report the names of sick and unfit prisoners in their charge. 
Naturally, I always insisted that I had no one who was not 
capable of work. Any indisposition \yas always purely tempor- 
ary. But amongst my lame ducks was a woman of about fifty 
named Anna Lueck. She was suffering from tubercular glands 
which suppurated and so from time to time she had to be 
bandaged. For the most part we managed to keep her in bed, 
but one day, when she had to go to the medical post for treat- 
ment, the S.S. doctor saw her and put her name on the 
“Sick Transport List.” I heard of this only a few days later 
from a friend who worked at the medical post. By that time 
it was too late to do anything; the list was already completed 
and signed. Only one way of escape remained open and that 
was to persuade her to sign the “Bible-Student Declaration.” 

With a heavy heart, I went to her bunk to tell her the news. 
My face must have betrayed me, and she knew at once that 
something serious was wrong; probably guessed that she was 
to go with the “sick transport.” Her eyes seemed unnaturally 
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large in her sunken features as she stared at me in horror. 
I told her without beating about the bush exactly what had 
happened, and that the only way to save her life was to sign 
the Bible-Student undertaking without delay. And then I 
used all the force of argument and persuasion I could muster 
to get her to agree to sign. The fear of death is a potent factor 
even in a sick, middle-aged woman for whom on the face of it 
life can offer very*little, and in the end she agreed. 

But less than half an hour later Ella Huempel accosted me 
with an expression of mingled indignation and reproach. 

“How could you!” she exclaimed. “Crete, I didn’t think it 
of you. That you could join the Devil and make common 
cause with the S.S.” 

“What are you talking about, Ella?” I asked in astonishment, 
completely at a loss to understand the reason for her outburst. 
“What do you mean. I’ve made common cause with the 
S.S.?” 

“You’ve advised Anna Lueck to sign the undertaking and 
lose her immortal soul. How could you do such a thing? It’s 
wicked.” 

My patience was at an end this time. “Wicked!” I repeated 
furiously. My voice rose and for the first time in my life I 
shouted at a prisoner: “You talk to me about being wicked 
and you want to send her to the gas-chamber. Fine Christians 
you are. Her soul, or whatever you call it, isn’t in your keeping. 
Tell me any Christian commandment that justifies letting 
her go to her death like a mangy cat? Is that sisterly love? 
She’s supposed to be your sister, isn’t she? A fine religion you’ve 
got. Not only do you let your children go to Nazi children’s 
homes and be brought up like litde brutes, but you even want 
to help the Nazis slaughter your own sisters. And all in the 
name of God. Get out of my sight. You make me sick.” 

Ella turned eind fled, leaving me snorting with rage. I 
assumed that from now on we should be enemies, but no, 
after that her attitude was servility itself, and it was then 
I began to dislike her. 

Although my life was now easier than before — though I 
took greater risks than ever before — it was not all honey. 
These saints and martyrs of Jehovah could be extremely 
awkward. One day one of them came to me and declared 
that henceforth she and her sisters would no longer eat blood 
sausage. Let me explain the background. Up to 1943 we 
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received, in addition to our bread ration of about 500 grammes 
(just over one pound), a plate of vegetables and five or six 
potatoes cooked in their jackets, and, in the evening, soup. On 
Saturdays and Sundays the evening meal was cold. It consisted 
of about twenty grammes of margarine and some cheese on 
Saturday, and about two ounces of sausage, sometimes blood 
sausage, on Sunday. But then things gradually got worse. 
Pod vegetables disappeared entirely, the fat ih the food became 
less and less, the weekly portion of fat stopped altogether, and 
jam was reduced to about a spoonful a week. The sugar was 
stolen by the S.S. and we got none. And in the end all we 
could get in the prisoners’ canteen was a very inferior sort of 
fish paste and something quite horrible described as “vegetable 
salad.” 

In that situation any refusal to eat what was, after all, a 
superior item of food was serious, but one of the “extremists” 
discovered somewhere or the other in the Bible a line which 
said something about letting the blood flow into the ground, 
and this she interpreted as meamng that Jehovah’s Witnesses 
must henceforth eat no blood sausage. However, she did not 
succeed in carrying all her sisters with her. Within the commu- 
nity there were three “fractions”: the extremists, the wavering 
middle and the moderates. These fractions fought each other 
fiercely, every bit as fiercely as political fractions struggling 
for control do. They accused each other of treachery and 
abused their rivals with rude names culled from the Bible. 

About twenty-five of the extreipists firmly refused to eat 
any blood sausage. Always on the look-out for a workable 
compromise, I tried to minimize the dispute and declared 
that those who didn’t want to eat blood sausage need not do 
so; they could have liver sausage instead; the two sorts usually 
came up together. But no, that wouldn’t do at all; it had gone 
far beyond the blood sausage and developed into a demonstra- 
tion in honour of Jehovah. The extremists wanted to provoke 
the S.S. They hungered and thirsted after martyrdom, so they 
drew up a list of the names of all those who refused to eat 
blood sausage and presented it in the office. At first the S.S. 
only laughed: very well, if they didn’t want blood sausage, 
they needn’t have it; and if they didn’t have blood sausage 
they didn’t need margarine, so that was stopped as well. But 
when as the result of fierce disputes between the fi»:tions 
another section was won over to the extremisls and a second 
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list went in, the S.S. adopted draconic measures! our peaceful 
Bible Student Block was presented with a hundred Asocials, 
all of them specially chosen blossoms. That was our punish- 
ment. 

It was as though the wolves had come down on the fold. 
Denunciation, theft and brawling became part and parcel 
of our daily lives. JThe Asocials immediately began to denounce 
the ‘‘Witnesses” for Bible studies and religious discussions; 
they stole everything they could lay hands on; and, feeling 
themselves the representatives of authority, conducted them- 
selves generally in a thoroughly aggressive and provocative 
fashion. And how sad it was for me! But to the credit of my 
“Witnesses” be it said that they rallied to me in my difficulties 
and supported me in every possible way. Thanks to them, we 
managed to struggle through for six months — as long as the 
scourge lasted — without serious trouble. 

The affair was finally resolved in a simply grotesque fashion, 
and by this time I was quite prepared to see the hand of 
Jehovah in it all. When the invasion came, I did my best to 
isolate the trouble-makers. I kept the “Witnesses” at separate 
tables so that they could discuss their affairs during meals 
without the danger of denunciation, and at night I put the 
Asocials in the top bunks and the “Witnesses” below. However, 
as it transpired, the authorities — the prime mover in the scheme 
was Frau Zimmer, who was only too glad to have an opportu- 
nity of making life diflScult for the Bible Students — must 
have picked us out all th& notorious bed-wetters in the camp, 
and night after night it rained down on the innocents in the 
bunks beneath. 

One day our old enemy, Frau Zimmer, came in to survey 
her handiwork. She immediately spotted my separation of the 
sheep from the goats and turned on me indignantly. 

“You needn’t think Fm blind,” she declared. “I know 
perfectly well you shield and protect the Bible-punchers 
here. You’re responsible for the whole farce. Don’t you dare 
separate the Bible Worms and the Asocials, do you hear? 
The whole idea is that they should be together. I don’t want 
any more of this jawing about Jehovah. Do you understand?” 

“Certainly. Very good, Frau Leading Overseer.” 

And off she waddled in high dudgeon. Well, that was it; 
1 had to mix them all up and hope for the best. It was at this 
point that Jehovah intervened. The Bible Students accepted 
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the Asocials like long-lost sisters; Were they hungry? Were 
they! Would they like an extra piece of bread? Woiild they! 
And so it went on. I watched this Christian charity in operation 
with mixed feelings, but it worked. The Asocials were softened 
up- with kindness and friendliness, and then a campaign 
began to show them the light. In quite a short space of time 
there were quite a number of Asocials — a^gipsy, a Pole, a 
Jewess and a Political — ^who presented themselves at the S.S. 
office, declaring that henceforth they wished to be regarded 
as Jehovah’s Witnesses and demanding the lilac triangle for 
their sleeves. When it got too bad, the S.S. just stormed and 
raved at the converts and threw them out. In the end the 
S.S. got so fed-up that they removed the Asocials from our 
block and peace descended again. I breathed a sigh of relief, 
and the “Witnesses” held a prayer-meeting to render thanks 
to Jehovah. 

In October, 1940 — I had been Block Senior only for a short 
time then — the Hut Senior of the new Reception Block 7 
came to me with a message of greetings from Lotte Henschel, 
who was amongst the newcomers. Thanks to the authority of 
my green Block-Senior armlet, I was able to invent some 
excuse for visiting the Reception Block. Our meeting was a 
great joy to me, for we were old friends, and I had been so 
long without a real friend. We met again during the exercise 
hour of the newcomers as they walked up and down along the 
camp wall. At intervals along the grass were the warning 
boards with their yellow skull and* cross-bones. It was then 
that she introduced me to Milena Yesenska. 

Milena was a Czech journalist who spoke German with a 
soft Slav accent. She shook hands with me almost without 
bending her fingers and immediately asked me not to press 
too hard. She was almost crippled with rheumatism contracted 
during her imprisonment. Her joints were swollen and she 
was almost always in pain. During the long standing at roll- 
calls she shivered with cold and at night she could not get 
warm under the thin blankets. Her face had the typical 
greyness of the long-term prisoner and in her eyes was the 
evidence of much suffering. But when I first met her in 1940 
her spirit was unbroken and she was cheerful and courageous. 
With her dark eyes and her jaunty curls, she was a good- 
looking woman, but in her long camp dress with boots too 
large for her she looked like a scarecrow with a lovely face. 
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She had heard of my fate from Lotte, and as a journalist 
she was anxious to question me about my experiences. Ques- 
tioning to extract as much information as possible in the 
shortest space of time is a journalistic art, and it was one she 
had thoroughly mastered. Walking up and down along “The 
Wailing WalF’ as she called it, I told her all she wanted to 
know. From the beginning we were friends and we remained 
so throughout four bitter camp years until her death. I became 
much attached to her and her state of health caused me constant 
anxiety. I was so afraid I should lose a new-found friend 

In 1930 she had joined the Czech Communist Party, but 
she was too independent a spirit to make a good Party member 
in the circumstances which already existed in the Communist 
Parties by that time. The trouble came to a head in 1936, and 
in 1937 she was expelled from the Party. She worked for 
Czech newspapers up to the time of the German invasion, 
and then she took part in the Czech resistance movement and 
assisted Czech airmen and other officers to escape abroad. 
In 1939 she was arrested by the Gestapo in Prague, and she 
had been in prison or concentration camp ever since. 

The Czech Communists in Ravensbrueck knew her political 
attitude, but they tried to win her over, and through their 
influence she obtained light work in the sick-bay. We had 
not known each other more than a few days when Paleckova, 
the leader of the Czech Communists in the camp, asked 
whether she knew that I was a Trotskyite who spread slanders 
about the Soviet Union.^ She replied that she was quite able 
to judge for herself about what I told her. A few days later 
they delivered an ultimatum: she must choose between them 
and me. She chose at once, and from that time on she had to 
cope with the enmity of the Czech and German Stalinists in 
the camp. For four years she was subjected to their hatred 
and chicanery. It was not so bad as long as she was still fairly 
well in health, but as she became more and more ill she 
suffered terribly from their persecution. Day after day she had 
to share the same room and breathe the same air as her 
enemies. In such circumstances there are a dozen and one 
opportunities for petty cruelties every day. 

And what they found most difficult to forgive was her refusal 
to share their facile optimism. From the very beginning the 
war ended every three months; every few weeks a new revolu- 
tion broke out somewhere or the other; and Hitler was 



assassinated a dozen and one times. Optimistic rumours swept 
through our camp constantly, and as the next one arose the 
old one was forgotten. When they were repeated to Milena, 
she plucked them to pieces mercilessly — and got herself still 
more hated for her pains. When Hitler attacked Russia in 1941 
the camp was swept with pro-Russian enthusiasm, in which 
not only the Stalinists, but almost all the other Politicals 
joined. But Milena answered the enthusiasts ‘with a picture of 
what Europe would be like if it ever came under Russian 
domination. Even I argued with her, but when I look back 
on her words now they seem like Sibylline prophecy. 

“If ever I get out of here alive, I don’t suppose for one 
moment I shall be able to return to Prague,” she would say. 
“But where should I go?” For my part, I did not believe that 
the Western Powers would be so blind as to allow the Russians 
to drive forward into Europe, but, together with her, I forged 
many a plan for us in the future. The Stalinists told us that 
when the Russians came we should both be put against the 
wall or sent to Siberia. When that threat began to look real 
as the Russians came nearer and nearer to our camp, I was 
glad that Milena was dead. At least she had died in bed 
without having to suffer that. 

Thanks to her work in the Medical Post, Milena was able 
to save the lives of many of the prisoners. She deliberately 
falsified returns, and each time she risked her life. In 1941 
she tried to secure the release of Lotte on medical grounds. 
Lotte had served four years’ hard ^bour before she came to 
us and her state of health was very bad. At that time prisoners 
with tuberciilosis were often released from Ravensbnieck and 
so Milena faked a sputum test which showed Lotte to be 
suffering firom tuberculosis. Lotte was admitted into the 
T.B. station and an application for her release was filed. It 
was at this time that the so-called Sick Transports were 
introduced. The first of these transports left Ravensbnieck 
whilst Lotte officially was suffering from tuberculosis. The 
terrible suspicion was first aroused I don’t know how, and it 
was quickly confirmed. A lorry returned with the clothing 
aind personal effects of all the women who had gone off in the 
first transport, and then we knew. They had been sent to 
their deaths. And Lotte was in the T.B. station! Her fate was 
certain. Milena was in a terrible state, but somehow or other 
she managed to arrange for new sputum tests and, of course, 
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they were all negative. Lotte had made a miraculous recovery 
and she was discharged. Milena and I breathed again. 

Whilst I was still Block Senior with the Bible Students, 
Milena often came to me and we would sit together in the 
Block Office talking whilst she warmed herself at the .fire. 
“Just to sit somewhere in a field again under a tree with the 
sun shining!” It was the picture which was always in her 
mind. Deep down in her heart she knew it would never 
be realized — and so did I. What I had told her about my 
experiences in Birma inspired her to write a book — ^if ever she 
recovered her freedom — a book on concentration camps under 
two dictatorships, with roll-calls, marching columns, and 
millions of humiliated slaves to the twin honour and glory 
of the Master Race and Socialism. 

The summer of 1941 was hot. Night work had been intro- 
duced in the garment shops and the under nourishment and 
exhaustion of the prisoners became more and more obvious. 
The legs of many of the women began to swell, and often they 
were covered with boils and eczema. Then one or two cases 
of paralysis occurred. It is possible that these cases were the 
first-fruits of S S. Dr. Sonntag’s expenmental venereal cures. 
By the time the number of cases had risen to twelve, the 
camp authorities began to get worried. Rumours spread 
through the camp that infantile paralysis was rife in Mecklen- 
burg, and then the camp was declared in quarantine. The 
prisoners were confined to their own barracks and no columns 
went out to work. The., women who worked in the kitchens 
were not allowed to return to their barracks at nights and had 
to sleep in the wash-rooms. Barbed wire was erected to prevent 
contact between the various blocks. The S.S. authorities no 
longer came into the camp proper — except Frau Zimmer, who 
considered herself immune. From time to time she would 
waddle from block to block to ensure that camp discipline 
was still being upheld. 

The prisoners were delighted; it was like a holiday. Only 
the fact that case after case was carried out from the huts 
on stretchers to a special isolation barracks spread fear and 
alarm. All the cases showed the same symptoms; they were 
suddenly unable to move their limbs. One thing should have 
been obvious to the S.S. medical experts: neither the “old” 
Politicals nor the Bible Students were affected; aH the cases 
occurred amongst the Asocials, the gipsies and the “Polish 
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love-birds,” as the girls and women were called who had had 
Polish boy friends and been caught. After about a week the 
number of paralysis cases had risen to lOo. A veritable flood 
of disinfectants poured over the camp. Everything was dis- 
infected — the lavatories, the wash-rooms, the day-rooms, the 
dormitories, even the kitchen utensils — and our food tasted 
of it. Each block delivered up its food-containers separately, 
and each time the receptacles were carefully washed out with 
disinfectant. During exercise the prisoners of each block were 
kept strictly segregated from the others. 

After two weeks of this strict quarantine regime a commis- 
sion of medical specialists arrived. They were well versed in 
all the symptoms of infantile paralysis, and it did not take 
them long to discover that there was nothing of the sort in 
our camp. The whole affair turned out to be an epidemic of 
mass hysteria. Dr. Sonntag revenged himself on his patients 
for his discomfiture. Violent electric shocks were administered 
to them, causing them to spring up in horror and demonstrating 
that they had the full use of their limbs. That method was a 
little hard on one or two cases of rheumatic fever and on the 
women Dr. Sonntag had crippled with his experimental 
venereal cure, but it put a swift end to the epidemic of infantile 
paralysis in Camp Ravensbrueck. 

As the years passed more and more women were sent to 
concentration camp until even with overcrowding our camp 
could not hold them all and had to be extended. Behind 
“The Wailing Wall” a new line ofvwooden huts was erected 
and then an entrance was knocked through the wall and 
prisoners put into these new huts. My Bible Students and I 
were all transferred to Blocks 17 and 19, and a strange battle 
began, fought out with persistence and obstinacy, for permis- 
sion to take along the old mattresses — they had been given 
such a wonderful shape by years of hard work. Our new block. 
No. 17, was painted inside with real white oil paint and had 
a whitewashed ceiling. For concentration camp conditions, it 
ranked as “lovely.” 

During 1940 and 1941 many transports of Polish women 
were brought into Ravensbrueck. It seemed almost as though 
Hitler had determined to wipe out the Polish people altogether. 
All sections of the population and all ages were represented. 
A rumour arose from somewhere that many of these women 
were imder sentence of death, and that a whole transport had 
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bean sent from Warsaw to Ravensbmeck for the sole purpose 
of execution. In the spring of 1942 ten of these Polish women 
were called out and taken to the Punishment Block. Shortly 
before the evening roll-call the camp street was cleared and 
all prisoners ordered back to their huts. Prisoners working 
in the kitchen and the medical post saw these ten women led 
across the camp, square barefooted and in long frocks without 
belts, looking like mediaeval penitents. As they went out of 
the camp gates, they turned and waved cheerfully, perhaps 
in the hope that some of their friends who had been left 
behind could see them. 

Shortly afterwards the evening siren howled for the roU-call. 
It was about six o’clock. We stood there in our thousands 
and waited as usual. Everything was silent, and then suddenly 
from the other side of the camp wall sounded a rattle of shots, 
followed a second or two later by several single shots. We did 
not need to be told what had happened. The first executions 
had taken place in Ravensbmeck. Opposite us stood the 
women of the Polish Block, and I could see their lips moving 
in silent prayer. Behind the wall the pines caught the evening 
sun as usual and gradually the host of crows settled down 
again on the roof of the Kommandantur. 

The faces of the women around me had changed. We knew 
that a new and terrible period had opened up for Camp 
Ravensbmeck and our hearts were heavy with dread. 

That was only the beginning. From then on executions 
frequently took place on the other side of the camp wall whilst 
we were drawn up and waiting in silence, our nerves charged, 
our ears strained for the volley. Sometimes there would be 
screams, and in our minds we pictured the scenes taking place 
just out of our sight. 

Wicklein, the Adjutant of Camp Commandant Koegel, 
supervised the executions. They were carried out by a special 
squad of S.S., who were brought in for the purpose. From my 
Bible Students who worked in the S.S. Canteen, I learned 
that these men were first given a big meal and plenty of 
spirits in the canteen before going off to do their work. 

In the winter of 1941-2 a “Medical Commission” arrived 
in Ravensbmeck. Before their arrival ail the sick and incapable 
had been listed through the Block Seniors, and we were given 
to believe that they were to be transferred to another camp, 
where they would have only light work to do, or, if necessary, 
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to sanatoria. All these prisoners, in so far as they were not 
already confined to their beds, had to file before this Commis- 
sion, which sat in the wash-rooms. Then the Commission 
departed, only to return a httle later. This time all the women 
in the Jewish Block had to parade before them. 

The first Sick Transport left Ravensbrueck at the beginning 
of 1942. The women were put into lorries, ^the lying cases 
being bedded on the floors of the lorries on straw. Milena and 
I already suspected the truth, but the next day our suspicions 
were confirmed. A lorry arrived bringing all the personal 
effects of the sick prisoners, including their triangles with 
numbers, their tooth-brushes and so on. Amongst the debris 
were even crutches, an artificial leg and several sets of false 
teeth. The sick prisoners had gone to their deaths. The terrible 
news swept through the camp at once, and hundreds knew 
they must expect the same fate, and yet they still hoped. 
They invented all sorts of explanations to deceive themselves: 
the prisoners had been given new clothes for the sanatoria, 
etc. They preferred to ignore the artificial leg and the sets 
of teeth. After that these Sick Transports went off frequently, 
and with gr^iesome regularity one lorry returned the next day 
bringing back all the effects of the slaughtered prisoners. 
After the sick, hundreds of Jewish prisoners went the same 
way. One of them arranged to hide a secret message in the 
seam of her dress. It was foimd: ‘‘We have been brought to 
Dessau. Now we have been ordered to strip. Goodbye.’^ 

Both Sick Transport and executions went on regularly and 
our days became terrible. More and more women were 
brought into the camp. They came from all the occupied 
countries of Europe. And then the children arrived. . . • 

The first one was Angela, a little nine-year-old gipsy girl; 
dirty and ragged, but as pretty as a picture. She would trot 
around during the exercise hour amongst her numerous 
relatives, and the eyes of the women would follow her sadly. 
The women embraced her, gave her bread, and petted her. 
She and a second arrival were then handed over to the S.S. 
Supervisor Massar to be taught a little Nazi discipline. 

At the sight of the first children, all the women found 
their eyes strangely wet, but it was not long before children 
were such a common sight that they attracted no further 
attention. Jewish mothers came with their children firom 
Holland^ Belgium and France. A curly-haired cherub sat on 
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a stool in the waiting-room of the Medical Post and played 
with a Teddy bear. It was a little child from Turkey and it 
played around innocently amidst the turmoil of worried 
mothers who had been ordered to come for a “medical.” 

Children were now part and parcel of the camp life. They 
turned out at five o’clock in the morning with their mothers 
and stood around for hours in cold, heat, rain and wind. 
As they did nc 3 t work, they were not even given a ration of 
potatoes, but just a wretched mess of dried vegetables and a 
small ration of bread. They were always hungry and they 
trooped daily from hut to hut begging for food. At first the 
motherly feelings of the women were deeply moved at the 
sight of these poor mites begging for a crust of bread, and so 
they got plenty, but before long the little beggars were just a 
nuisance. 

One Sunday in 1943, Lotte Henschel, Maria Gropp and I 
were strolling through the camp when we found a little girl 
of about threej clutching a miserable rag doll to her heaving 
chest and weeping bitterly. She was lost and didn’t know 
what hut she belonged to. It was very easy for young children 
to get lost, because one hut looked just like the rest, and if 
the children were not old enough to know their numbers 
there was no way of telling one from the other. Lotte picked 
up the child and we went from block to block trying to find 
where it belonged. In every block nervous and irritable women 
were engaged in various tasks, and we could find no one who 
knew the child or was even sufficiendy interested to help us. 
None of the Block or Hut Seniors recognized the child, which in 
the meantime had fallen asleep in Lotte’s arms. She woke up 
when we were in the Office of the Jewish Block, and at the 
sight of all the Jewesses around declared indignantly: “I’m 
not a Jewish child. I’m a Romany.” There was racial pride even 
in the voice of this three-year-old. From there we went 
straight to the gipsy block and found her mother. 

In 1944 a gipsy camp where men and women had been 
interned together was disbanded and the women came to us. 
Husbands and wives were separated. The men and all the 
male children of twelve and over were sent to other camps, 
whilst the women and girls and the boys below twelve came 
to us. Many of the children were babes in arms. One evening 
the camp street was alive with children and I learned that 
they had been ordered to line up to go to the kitchen and get 
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a spoonful of synthetic honey each. Ragged and with broken 
boots, but all holding aluminium mugs in their hands and 
smiling in happy anticipation, they pushed and shoved and 
shouted as they formed into line. One or two twelve-year-old 
boys were in command and in the end they got some sort of 
order into the crowd, and then the march began, all the 
children singing lustily, ‘‘We’re marching on to England,” 
the popular Nazi song which had got a bit outrof date by that 
time. 

The war against Russia brought the S.S. new masses of 
staves for its concentration camps. When we expected our 
first big transport of Russian women prisoners, the Czech 
Communist Paleckova volunteered for work in the wash- and 
de-lousing rooms in order to be amongst the first to welcome 
the Russians. What actually happened when the great moment 
arrived I can only guess. She probably greeted the Russian 
women with great enthusiasm and told them that the Commu- 
nist prisoners in Ravensbrueck were in full sisterly solidarity 
with them. Whereupon many of them cursed her. And then 
no doubt she appealed to them to conduct themselves in a 
German concentration camp in a fashion worthy of their 
great Socialist Fatherland — only to hear further curses and 
abuse. Like all the Communists in the camp, Paleckova 
nourished great illusions about these Russian women and 
expected to find them all prodigies of Socialist education, for, 
of course, they would all be enthusiastic supporters of the 
Soviet regime and great admirers of the Russian Bolshevist 
Party. Instead of that, her heroines turned out to be an 
undisciplined horde of primitive, illiterate thieves and hooligans 
who hated Stalin and all his works and were not backward in 
saying so. 

Paleckova suffered a terrible shock. She was obviously 
very depressed, and she never ceased to assure the other 
Politicals that they mustn’t think all Russian women were 
like those who had come to Ravensbrueck, Soon afterwards 
she began to display unmistakable signs that her brain had 
become unhinged. Her friends did their utmost to prevent the 
camp authorities from noticing anything, but it was impossible, 
and in the end she was taken away to the Sick Bay. When an 
attempt was made to give her a sedative injection she was 
seized with a firenzy and the S.S. doctor ordered her removal 
to the punishment cells. Bible Students who worked there 
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reported that her condition was hopeless; she refused to eat 
and spent her days raving and shouting, “Stalin, I love you.” 
Two weeks later she died and her body had wasted away 
almost to a skeleton. 

At the beginning of 1942, the first big transport of approxi- 
mately 1,000 women was sent oflF to Auschwitz. This was 
the first time we had heard of the concentration camp there, 
and no one yef knew the dread significance of the name. 
Many of the “old ” Politicals even volunteered to go there. 
With the transport went S.S. Senior Supervisor Langefeld 
and the two most popular camp messengers, Bertel Teege 
and Liesl Maurer. Frau Langefeld’s place was taken by a 
fury named Mandl. You’re never so badly off in a concentra- 
tion camp that it can’t get worse, and this Mandl was a 
sadistic beast. Under her aegis the hated roll-call took on a 
new terror. Her special amusement was the hunt for curls. 
Whilst the prisoners stood silently to attention, she would 
stride slowly along the ranks inspecting all the women’s 
heads. If she discovered a curl or a lock of hair peeping out 
from under a headdress she would bellow at the offender to 
step forward. Then she would tear off the unfortunate woman’s 
headdress and box her ears savagely left and right, often 
kicking her in addition. The offender’s number was noted; 
a “report” went in and her hair was shaved off. Once ten 
women who had had their hair shaved off in this fashion had 
to parade in single file past us all as we stood at the roll-call. 
Round the neck of the first offender was a placard with the 
words: “I broke camp discipline and curled my hair.” 

Mandl also lengthened the agony of the roll-call by insisting 
that at the “dismiss” the prisoners should march off in column 
to the huts and not just break up. 

At about the same time my Bible Students^ were bitten by 
a new bug. This time it was the refusal of all work connected 
in any way with the prosecution of the war. I have already 
mentioned that they were often inconsistent in this difficult 
and almost insoluble problem, and there were always debatable 
points. The extremists, in particular, were constantly agitating 
for an extension of passive resistance. The first group to take 
action were those who up to then had been looking after the 
Angora rabbits. They declared that the combings of these 
animals were being used for war purposes and therefore their 
religious convictions would no longer permit them to continue 
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the work. After that the garden gang refused work on the 
ground that the vegetables were being sent to a military 
hospital. 

In all about ninety of the ‘"Witnesses” joined the new 
resistance movement. They were assembled and taken to the 
courtyard of the Punishment Block, where they were left 
standing for three days without food as a punishment. Then 
they were put into the Bunkers. However/ there were not 
enough dark cells to hold them all, so one wing of Block 25 
was cleared, everything taken out and the windows painted 
over, and they were put in there. The already exhausted 
women had no blankets, no mattresses and nowhere to sit 
except on the floor. Here they received their bread ration 
every day and normal rations once every four days. Whilst 
the struggle was still proceeding a new order came from 
Berlin that refusal to work was to be punished with seventy-five 
lashes, and all these women, many of whom were between 
fifty and sixty, received three floggings of twenty-five lashes 
each. I saw them in the wash-room about a month afterwards. 
They were like walking skeletons, and their thighs and buttocks 
were covered with ugly weals. Many of them looked as though 
they had gone off their heads. In the end they were released, 
but then they refused to stand at roll-calls, declaring they 
would stand up for Jehovah, but not for the S.S. They were 
distributed amongst aU the blocks and the Block Seniors 
received orders to have them present at the roll-call under all 
circumstances. The more humane Block Seniors had their 
recalcitrants carried out, but many of these poor old women 
were dragged along the ground. They all refused to stand; 
many of them could not have stood if they had wanted to. 
And there they sat hunched up like bundles of rags. 

The S.S. Camp Leader Redwitz seemed to take a delight 
in bullying and mocking these wretched women. He ordered 
them to stand up, and when they paid no attention, he began 
to bellow. It still had no effect, so then he ordered the “camp 
police” to fetch buckets of water and pour them over the 
squatting women. One of the moderates in my block whispered 
to me in confidence: “Grete, you know, the evil spirit has 
entered into our extremists.” 

Redwitz was a newcomer to our camp and it was to him 
we owed the introduction of “camp police.” A few days after 
he arrived he was striding down the ranks when he stopped 
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in front of one of the prisoners, looked her up and down, and 
ordered: “Report to me in the Office.” The woman was known 
as “Leo.” I never knew her real name. The two had met 
before. Redwitz had been a policeman, and at a Communist 
demonstration which had become disorderly “Leo” , had 
boxed his ears. He had a good memory and he recognized 
her again years afterwards in Ravensbrueck. When she 
reported to him in the Office, he said curtly: “From to-day 
you’re a camp policeman and responsible for the maintenance 
of discipline and good order in the camp.” As it turned out, 
he had made a good choice, for “Leo” shouted, bullied, beat 
up the prisoners and threatened them with the dreaded 
“report” as though she had been in the S.S. all her life. 

Late one afternoon on a burning hot summer’s day the 
labour gangs were returning from work. Tired, sweating and 
covered with dust, they dragged their feet along in their 
wooden clogs. One gang of about thirty women was particu- 
larly noticeable. They were all Jewesses and they had obviously 
not been in the camp long, for they were terribly burnt by the 
sun. Their faces, and their bare arms and legs were an angry 
red and their hands which hung down at their sides were 
raw and bleeding. They had obviously been engaged on 
“brick-throwing.” It was the worst possible work and a gross 
piece of brutality to put women on it whose hands had not 
yet become hardened by manual labour. The bricks came up 
in barges and they were then unloaded by long lines of women 
who had to throw half ^ dozen bricks at a time to each other 
until they were finally piled up where they were wanted. 
The hard, rough bricks quickly tore soft hands to pieces. 

After the roll-call I had to go to the Medical Post with 
several of my Bible Students who needed attention, and there 
I saw the Block Senior with her thirty Jewesses, most of them 
middle-aged women, housewives and mothers. She had brought 
them along to get something for their terrible sunburn and for 
their hands. We had always thought S.S. Dr. Sonntag was 
about as bad as a man could be, but his successor, S.S. Dr. 
Schiedlausky, was even worse. As soon as he caught sight of 
the Jewesses, he began to bellow: “Jewish cows outside. Right 
outside. Take them away altogether.” The Block Senior made 
an attempt to pacify him and persuade him to give her 
medicaments, but it was no use and she had to take her 
charges away. 
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The women spent a night of torture, and the next day their 
faces, arms and legs were covered with blisters. Their Block 
Senior tried again, and this time she was lucky enough to 
arrive when Schiedlausky was not there and so her charges 
were bandaged. But two days later she brought them along 
again to have the paper bandages renewed and this time 
Schiedlausky was there and drove them off again. The women 
all had high fever, the blisters were suppurating and the 
stench was awful. Two days later the Block Senior brought 
them along again, and this time the bandages were taken 
off and replaced. The state of these women was dreadful and 
the neglected bandages proved to be full of maggots. Many of 
them could hardly stand and had to be given bed-cards for 
the Sick Bay, where several of them subsequently died. 

Schiedlausky was assisted by another S.S. doctor named 
Rosenthal and a woman doctor, and they were almost as 
bad as he was. An S.S. Matron supervised the carrying out o£ 
their orders. Between them, these four established a reign of 
terror at the Medical Post. Sick prisoners reported first to their 
Block Senior and she wrote down their names, and then, 
after the first labour roll-call in the morning, she would take 
them — ^in column of five, of course — to the Medical Post. 
As there were already about 10,000 women in Ravensbrueck 
by 1942, there were 100 or so going sick every day. They had 
to stand outside in all weathers until they were let in in batches. 
In the ante-room they had to take off their clogs. The S.S. 
Matron stood at a table and took them one by one according 
to the lists given to her by the Block Seniors. She was a tall, 
angular creature with a cadaverous and embittered face and 
big red ears that stood out almost at right angles from her 
head. She was almost grotesquely ugly, but it was not that 
that mattered; she had not a drop of the milk of human 
kindness in her whole make-up. It was she who sifted the 
applicants for medical attention and decided whether they 
should be allowed to see the doctor or not. 

The would-be patients approached her desk singly and 
explained what was the matter with them. If anyone mumbled 
or whined, out she went, irrespective of what was wrong 
with her. If the others who were waiting their turn dared to 
whisper amongst themselves, the whole lot were ejected. If a 
patient leaned against the wall in exhaustion, out she went too. 
In this way the S.S. Matron saved the doctors a lot of work. 
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If a woman was brought in on a stretcher and happened to be 
a Jewess or a gipsy, she would shout, “Corridor case.’’ Before 
long all the prisoners knew what that meant. The hopeless 
cases were laid out in the corridor of the Sick. Bay. For two^ 
days they were given narcotics, and on the third day they 
came into the “death chamber,” where either the S.S. Matron 
or one of the doctors despatched them with an injection of 
Evipan in the heart muscles. Every seriously sick prisoner was 
threatened with this fate, and the result was that no matter 
how sick a prisoner was she would not go to the Medical 
Post as long as she could stand. 

The actual bandaging, dressing, taking of temperatures 
and so on, was all done by prisoners who worked in the 
Medical Post, and what these prisoners did for their unfortunate 
fellows is beyond words. Cramped into a small place behind 
the S.S. Matron, they had a table with instruments, ointments, 
medicaments and bandaging material. They took all tempera- 
tures, and many of the women owed their “fever” — and, in 
consequence, a day or two off from labour — to them. Sur- 
rounded by a jostling crowd of prisoners, they treated boils, 
eczema, cuts, sunburn and all other minor complaints, and 
handed out aspirin and other medicaments. 

One day a transport of pregnant women was brought into 
the camp. They had all been arrested for “intercourse with 
foreigners.” In the first years at Ravensbrueck pregnant women 
were released if their offence was considered a minor one, or 
sent out of the camp tO’^have their babies and brought back 
again afterwards; their children were taken away from them. 
A different course was adopted with these women. The S.S. 
had ordered that “the fruit of their shame” should be aborted, 
and S.S. Dr. Rosenthal was entrusted with the operations. 
Many of these women were in the seventh and even eighth 
month, and, of course, an operation in such circumstances 
meant great danger for the hfe of the mother. No doctor 
outside the camp would have operated when pregnancy was 
so far advanced. But Rosenthal operated with the assistance 
of one of the prisoners named Gerda Quernheim, who was a 
nurse by profession. Milena told me that quite often at these 
operations the cry of new-born children could be heard, but 
only for a moment or so. 

But it was not only pregnant women who had had affairs 
with foreigners who came into the hands of Rosenthal and 
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Quemheim. Any pregnant woman who came into the camp 
was handed over to them. The camp had no arrangements 
for sucklings, and these two between them got rid of them all. 
Rosenthal and Qjaernheim had an affaire with each other, and 
the most dreadftil rumours circulated about their professional 
activities in the camp. 

In January, 1945, I was in the Sick Bay for a while, and in 
the bed below mine was a peasant girl from Sleswig-Holstein, 
who had been sent into the camp with a transport of pregnant 
women. She had been a strong, healthy girl, but an operation 
in the eighth month of pregnancy performed by Rosenthal 
had tom the urethra, and the girl was now a physical wreck. 
Before long she was destined to be despatched by Rosenthal 
and Qpemheim. Another of their victims was a young 
Ukrainian girl. When they approached her bed, the sick girl 
sprang out in terror and fled, Rosenthal and Qjiernheim 
dashing after her. She ran down the corridor and jumped 
out of a window. Of course, she was caught and brought back. 
After a while there was silence. A Polish woman who had been 
in the Sick Bay at the time and witnessed the gruesome hunt 
told Milena, who sought an opportunity to slip in to where 
the dead girl lay. Her face had been badly bruised and beaten 
and there were injection marks in her chest. 

In the summer of 1942 twenty young Polish girls who had 
been brought into the camp with a transport of women sen- 
tenced to death were picked out to see the doctor. S.S. Dr. 
Oberhauser examined them. About six of them were picked 
out and kept in the Sick Bay. The news caused a panic amongst 
the women in the Warsaw and Lublin transports, particularly 
when it became known that these six perfectly healthy girls 
were being kept isolated and closely guarded in a special ward 
to which none of the normal prisoner assistants had access. 
At the same time an operation-room with the very latest 
medical equipment was set up. Then the well-known German 
medical luminary Professor Gebhard arrived with a staff of 
assistants. We often saw them crossing over to the operation- 
room in their white overalls. 

The camp was a prey to rumours. Some ftiought the women 
were being sterilized; others that some terrible experiment was 
being conducted on them. At first it was impossible to discover 
the truth, for only S.S. nurses were allowed into the ward, 
but after a while these nurses got tired of their pra:autions 
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and the ordinary prisoner assistants were allowed in for 
cleaning and so on. They reported that the six girls were 
obviously in pain and that all of them had their legs in plaster 
casts. It turned out that Professor Gebhard was using these 
young Polish girls for experimental transfers of bone^ and 
muscle. 

After a while these girls were released. They hobbled around 
the camp with'‘ great difficulty. Some of them no longer had 
calves and their legs were like match-sticks. Others could 
walk only on their toes. But that was not the end of it. 
Gebhard’s experimental urge was msatiablej and further 
victims were chosen. Soon all secrecy was abandoned and the 
work proceeded quite openly. Rumour had it that tetanus 
experiments were being performed. Many of the women died. 
Those who survived were sent back into the camp on crutches, 
and soon the “guinea-pigs,” as they were called, became part 
and parcel of our camp life. These women had one faint ray 
of hope — perhaps now that they had been used for experi- 
mental purposes they would not be shot after all. In reality, 
it was merely an added reason for their execution. 

That same summer big building operations went on. The 
workers were prisoners from the neighbouring men’s concentra- 
tion camp. Large, solidly-built, modern factory buildings 
were erected by the German firm Siemens-Halske, together 
with new barracks for another i,ooo prisoners. With these 
new additions Concentration Gamp Ravensbrueck, consisted 
of thirty-two living-blocks arranged in three streets. 

The size of the camp increased, but the number of inmates 
increased still more rapidly, and before long three prisoners 
were sleeping on two mattresses and sharing lockers. Up to 
1942 Camp Ravensbrueck had been free from lice, but owing 
to the overcrowding the laundry could no longer cope, and we 
received clean tilings at more and more lengthy intervals. There 
were no longer regular supplies of straw for the mattresses. 
There was not enough footwear and other articles of clothing 
to replace worn-out items, and the quality of the replacements 
grew worse and worse. 

The S.S. still tried to maintain the old discipline, but in 
the rapidly deteriorating conditions it proved impossible. 
In 1940 and 1941 no prisoner would have dared to tread on 
the grass plots, but now when the roll-call was over the 
women would rush over them, even treading down the flowers, 
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in order to get to their labour gangs more quickly. Prisoners 
climbed in and out the windows of the huts because there 
was always a jam at the narrow doors. The more and more 
numerous columns of Russian prisoners also did much to 
change the outward face of Ravensbrueck. Raids on the 
kitchen gangs took place. Prisoners bringing bread from the 
kitchen over to the huts were often attacked on the way by 
sudden descents of marauding bands and robbed of the bread, 
and it was the same with other food. The S.S. answered this 
degeneration of camp morals by strengthening the ^^camp 
police/’ who were entitled to use violence towards other 
prisoners and make ‘‘reports.” In this way a body of profes- 
sional spies and informers grew up. The new Gamp Command- 
ant, Suhren, and his Gestapo assistant, Ramdor, organized a 
spy system in the camp. Previously there had been, as far as 
we knew, only one Gestapo agent amongst the prisoners, a 
Swiss woman named Carmen Mori, but now Ramdor recruited 
many more and rewarded them for their activities with food 
stolen from Red Cross parcels. 

Up to the autumn of 1942 all prisoners in Ravensbrueck 
received the same rations, and no one got any more, except 
such prisoners who were employed in the kitchens and the 
stores and were able to steal. But after that prisoners were 
allowed to receive food parcels from friends and relatives, and 
for many of them this was salvation. The granting of permis- 
sion to receive food from outside was not introduced in order 
to ameliorate our lot, but in order to increase our labour 
capacity without cost to the State, for from about this time 
the S.S. began to be keenly interested in us as labour power in 
the war effort. Before long we were working eleven hours a 
day, and some of the workshops had day and night shifts. 

However, with the introduction of food parcels from outside 
the prisoners were abruptly divided into two social groups: 
the haves, who managed to get enough to eat, and the have- 
nots, who were always hungry. The French and Russian 
prisoners never received food parcels. The gipsies, Asocials, 
and a great number of the minor Political offenders received 
very few. Although many of those who did receive them 
shared their good fortune with others, the great majority of 
the prisoners were dependent on camp food, which was rapidly 
deteriorating. It was inevitable that in the circumstances 
there was a great wave of demoralization. Anything could be 
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bought with food; the Block Seniors, the Hut Seniors and all 
other prisoners enjoying some sort of authority could be 
bribed with food. Before long the regular receivers of parcels 
were better dressed than the others and even had ‘‘servants’^ 
to wait on them, ^‘build” their beds, wash out their dishes, 
and so on. 

The situation grew even worse when pnsoners were allowed 
to receive parcel of clothing, and the articles thus introduced 
into the camp created a lively market, with bread, margarine 
and other foodstuffs as currency. However, those who benefited 
most from the food and clothing parcels were the S.S., who 
first stole out of them whatever they pleased. One or two of 
the Bible Students were appointed to new confidential jobs: 
the sorting and storing of the things the S.S. stole. Although 
the parcels sent in to the prisoners from outside were regularly 
pilfered, the main source of ill-gotten goods was the parcels 
sent to the camp en bloc by the International Red Cross. 
Prisoners, of course, were still being sent to the Bunkers and 
flogged for theft. 

One summer a column of male prisoners under S.S. super- 
vision came into the camp to lay new drains immediately 
behind our block. The windows of the huts looking out on to 
their place of work were screwed down and there were severe 
penalties for any woman prisoner who tried to get into touch 
with the men. Under Camp Commandant Koegel, no male 
prisoner had ever entered the women’s camp, and if a column 
of women had accidentally met a column of men outside the 
camp, then one of the columns had to halt and face 
about whilst the other column went past. But with the general 
loosening of bonds and the degeneration under Suhren, such 
precautionary measures fell into disuse. 

All day long we could hear the bullying and bawling of the 
capos (these were foremen prisoners placed in charge of the 
others), and the women were deeply touched. What no longer 
moved them when it happened to their own sex seemed 
dreadful when it happened to men, and the women would 
hang on to the window ledges in order to catch a glimpse of 
the men through the cracks. What a dreadful state they were 
in! Their camp clothing hung on their skinny limbs like sacks. 
The only well-fed men amongst them were the caposy invariably 
criminals. These petty tyrants were armed with sticks, and 
when they thought that a prisoner was not working hard 
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enough they would belabour him savagely. On the second day 
we managed to establish contact with the men. They were 
working directly under our window right against the hut 
wall and we could talk to them through the window cracks. 
Our_ Bible Students wanted to know whether any of their 
men were in the male section of Ravensbrueck, and our 
Czech Hut Senior wanted to know about her countrymen. 

After a while we even succeeded in finding a' way to smuggle 
food to them: bread, carrots (which could be bought at that 
time in the canteen) and margarine, which we stole from the 
kitchen stores. A day or so later one of the men denounced 
us. As Block Senior, I was called to the office to give an 
account of my stewardship. I was questioned by S.S. Senior 
Supervisor Frau Mandl. Of course, I knew nothing whatever 
about it and had never seen the slightest sign of anything of 
the sort. Fortunately, the women in other blocks along the 
line the men were working had done the same thing, so the 
responsibility was not entirely ours and it was impossible to 
find out just who had done it. Mandl was furious with me, but 
she had nothing to go on and so I escaped with nothing worse 
than a dressing down. 

However, a day or so later I was called to the office again. 

“Get your things and go to Block 9,” Mandl ordered. “You 
are to be Block Senior there from now on.” 

Block 9 was the Jewish block, and transports of women were 
sent off regularly for execution. I was horrified. 

“S.S. Supervisor, please send me /or outside work. I’d do 
anything rather than be Block Senior there.” 

“Are you refusing to obey orders?” she snapped. 

“No,” I replied. “Of course I’ll go if you order it, but 
please put me on outside work. I’ve been Block Senior long 
enough.” 

She looked at me doubtfully and hesitated; but it was not 
often a prisoner asked to be put on outside work, so finally 
she agreed: “I think you’re right. Very well; outside work, 
then.” 

I had been with the Bible Students for almost two years 
and the parting was not easy. As an “old” Political, I was 
transferred to Block i and came into the same hut as Milena, 
which was a great delight to both of us. I was treated with 
suspicion by the others, but before long we began to engage 
in political discussions. Almost all the German Communists 
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not only hoped for a Russian victory, but even believed that 
the Hitler dictatorship would be overthrown by a proletarian 
revolution. They had lost none of their illusions, and they still 
exaggerated the least signs of revolutionary activity in a 
fantastic fashion. According to them, Communist influence 
in Germany was rapidly on the increase, and when I pointed 
out that very few new political prisoners were coming into 
the concentration camps, they replied that that was because 
they were all being put in prison. 

‘‘And what about the inevitable suspects?’’ I asked. “At 
least they are always sent to concentration camps.” 

But the explanation, it appeared, was that the illegal 
Communist Party was functioning so effectively that the 
Gestapo was unable to make wide-scale arrests. They still 
lived in the Communist cloud cuckoo land of 1933 and they 
were incapable of drawing the slightest practical conclusion 
from the ten terrible years which had passed since then. 

And the Russian Communists we had were an odd lot of 
internationalists. There was a young Russian who had been 
in the medical corps of the Crimean Army. One day one of 
the “old” Politicals, a woman who had done ten years’ hard 
labour for her political activity before she came to Ravens- 
brueck, turned enthusiastically to this young Russian, and 
declared: 

“After the war we’ll build up Socialism in Germany just 
like you’re doing in the Soviet Union, Shenya.” And Shenya’s 
eyes lighted up ecstatically: “Yes,” she replied. “After the 
war everything will be Russian, everything Russian.” 

PoKticals from Block i who worked in the Kommandantur 
smuggled newspapers into the camp and we were able to 
read the bulletins of the Army Command from the front. 
These naturally gave no nounshment to the hopes of the 
Communists, but in addition there was an endless stream of 
“confidential reports” concerning mutinies at the front, the 
collapse of German positions, revolutions, and what not, 
which were very heartening for them. Through newcomers to 
the camp we learned, with some delay, the reports of foreign 
wireless stations. These proved more reliable, and often we 
would find them confirmed, perhaps weeks later, in small 
print somewhere in the Voelktscher Beobachter. 

From the late summer of 1942 we began to have air-raid 
warnings in Ravensbrueck, and far away on the horizon at 
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night, in the direction of Berlin, we could see the glow of 
searchlights. More and more often squadrons of Allied 
bombers droned overhead when we lay on our straw mattresses. 
It was a heartening soimd for the foreign prisoners, and every 
time there was a heavy raid on some German town they were 
more cheerful the next day. It was different for us. I, too, 
longed for a German defeat in the field, because I was con- 
vinced that that was the only way to get ''rid of the Nazis, 
and imtil they were defeated there could be no hope for 
Germany; but the bombing of German towns was different. 
Men, women and children lived in them, and many of them 
were enemies of National Socialism just as I was. The bombs 
and incendiaries rained down on the just and the imjust 
alike, but chiefly on the just, because most of the Nazi high-ups 
would be safe in their deep shelters or well away from the 
bombing. That side of it was depressing for me. 

The next morning after my transfer to Block i I lined up 
after the roll-call with the kitchen-garden gang. There were 
fifteen of us, and after we had been carefully listed we marched 
off singing, “Roses are blooming in my homeland.” It was 
the first time for two years I had seen the outside world. 
We marched along the Fuerstenberg Lake. The banks were 
thick with rushes and plants, and in the distance behind the 
trees we could see the spire of Fuerstenberg Church. Marching 
along the sandy paths, we finally arrived at the chicken runs 
and pigsties of the S.S. and came to a halt in front of the 
greenhouse. 

Our gang was in charge of an S.S. wardress who was new to 
the job and none too smre of herself. By profession she was a 
waitress in a restaurant. The S.S. head gardener, Loebel, 
gave us our work. The lucky ones, amongst whom was my 
fiiend, Eva Busch, came into the hothouse. Otheiis went into 
the kitchen garden, and the rest were put to carting mould. 
I was put on the mould-shifting. The kitchen garden backed 
on to the male prisoners’ camp, and through a hole in the 
wall men shovelled mould taken from the lower-lying marsh- 
land at the other side of the camp and we shovelled it away. 
It was very hard work and we were kept at it, because the 
men on the other side worked faster than we did and if we 
let the heap get too large there was trouble. From time to 
time I looked with delight over to where the garden was 
blooming. The sight of the flowers filled me with a feeling of 
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exhilaration, but after a while I lost interest. I was not used 
to the work and it was not long before my hands began to 
blister. After that it was torture, particularly as the mould 
was wet and heavy. “Garden work outside’’ sounded very 
attractive, but after you have slaved for nine hours shifting 
mould, or pushing heavy wheelbarrows full of manure, even 
beautiful flowers cease to interest you. We got no extra rations 
for this heavy Wbrk, so we “organized” a supplement to our 
food supply. Some of the Bible Students looked after the sties, 
and we arranged with them to leave us a pailful of cooked 
potatoes intended for the pigs in a certain hiding place, and 
we filled ourselves up with them. 

The camp garden grew flowers and plants to decorate the 
quarters of the S.S. and to fill the beds in front of the Kom- 
mandantur and elsewhere. Great attention was paid to this, 
and the beds and lawns looked a picture. From the outside 
Ravensbrueck was neat and clean to look at — a whited 
sepulchre, to talk in the language of the Bible Students. 
Prisoners did all the work. We dug, carted earth and manure, 
hoed, weeded, sowed and planted. It was hard work and we 
were kept going, but nevertheless membership of the garden 
gang was much sought after, particularly as the S.S. head 
gardener had none of the usual S.S. manners. He was a 
decent, humane man. He never bullied or cursed us, and he 
never threatened us with “reports.” He was a reserved and 
silent man and he rarely said a word more than was absolutely 
necessary. He knew perfectly well that when the tomatoes, 
cucumbers and so on were ready for picking, we ate our fill 
and even stole some of them to smuggle back with us into the 
camp, but he never made any attempt to stop us. 

Eva Busch reigned in the hothouse. She was a well-known 
actress and singer in Germany, the wife of the composer, 
Ernst Busch, and it was easy enough for her to influence Loebel. 
When she told him what an expert gardener I was and sug- 
gested that I should work in the greenhouses with her, he 
agreed and I was emancipated from the heavy work outside. 
The next one we managed to get into this relative paradise 
was Lotte Henschel. The most important service anyone could 
render a prisoner in Ravensbrueck — and, I suppose, in any 
other camp — ^was together a job where she had an opportunity 
to supplement her rations. The garden gang was fortunate in 
this respect. 
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Whilst I was Block Senior I lived in a constant state of 
suspense. Danger threatened from all sides; not only for me, 
but for the himdreds of women in my charge. But in the 
garden gang, as soon as I got into the greenhouse, I led an 
almost idyllic life. Years of imprisonment in a concentration 
camp in constant fear of punishment and in constant, unwilling 
obedience make grown-up women act like children as soon 
as the pressure is relaxed a little, and so it Vas with us. We 
laughed at anything and demanded no very high standard of 
humour. Eva, Lotte and I decided to make oxurselves an 
aquarium in a place which had been cemented out to hold 
water. Whilst kneeling at the compost heaps and supposed to 
be potting plants, we were really intent on collecting frogs of 
all shapes, sizes and colours, and anything that came to hand 
for our collection. Then we would solemnly cpry them off in 
empty flower pots to add them to our aquarium. We put a 
board or two in the water to give the poor things a rest from 
swimming, and when we were unobserved we would stand 
and watch our handiwork with childlike delight. But as soon 
as the door opened we would all three engage enthusiastically 
in some routine work or the other, watering plants that had 
already been watered, dashing around with potted plants, 
and generally creating an appearance of ceaseless activity. 

It was easy enough to eat tomatoes or cucumbers in the 
greenhouse, but it was much more difficult to smuggle them 
back into the camp for the others, but we succeeded in all 
sorts of ways. Tomatoes and cucunibers were taken in under 
our armpits, and in pails of mould which allegedly this or 
that supervisor had ordered. And one day Lotte, who was 
tail and thin, even smuggled out a bundle of gladioli under 
her dress for Milena. 

Few, if any, of the other prisoners were as fortunate as we 
were. Many of them worked for Siemens-Halske winding 
spools for wireless and other electrical equipment. Before any 
prisoner was chosen for this work, she had to undergo an 
intelligence test, which consisted in twisting a piece of wire in 
a certain fashion or folding a piece of paper according to 
directions. An engineer named Grade, who had been fifteen 
years with Siemens-Halske, carefully chose the most suitable 
women, and he was always asking the S.S. for the women with 
the highest “intelligence quota.” 

The work was carried out in exactly the same fashion as in 
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ordinary Siemens-Halske workshops. Civilian foremen led 
each gang and the departmental overseers were old Siemens- 
Halske employees. In each workshop was an S.S. supervisor 
entrusted with the maintenance of camp discipline. The 
production of each prisoner was carefully controlled, and 
payment was by result. Wage sheets were made out each week 
and normal rates were paid, but not to the prisoners. The 
wages were haiMed over to the S.S. and the prisoners got 
nothing If a prisoner failed to perform her quota, she was 
tackled by her foreman. If that did not help, then along came 
the S.S. Supervisor and boxed her ears. When even that did 
not cure her of her ‘laziness,’’ she got a “report” and landed 
in the Bunkers. On the other hand, prisoners who exceeded 
their quota received coupons valued at 50 pfennige or i mark, 
to be expended in the camp canteen — though all they could 
buy in later years was salt and cheap fish-paste. 

Grade, who was in charge of this camp branch of Siemens- 
Halske, was a slave-driver who would have been an ornament 
to the S.S. For him a prisoner was a source of labour-power 
and nothing else. She had no rights; she was just a work-beast. 
If any woman proved unsuitable, he would denounce her to 
the S.S. authorities as a good-for-nothing. The chief reason 
for his slave-driving was his fear that he would be sent to the 
front. If he proved himself an efficient manager by keeping 
production high, Siemens-Halske claimed him and he remained 
exempt. 

The “extremist” Bible Students had been making themselves 
a nuisance again, and so they were all packed off with the 
next transport to Auschwitz. That was in the autumn of 1942, 
and at that time we were still not quite certain about what 
happened to the transports which went to Auschwitz. A little 
while later I had business in the neighbourhood of the Pumsh- 
men Compound, and there I recognized about a dozen of the 
“extremist” Bible Students who had been sent to Auschwitz 
and had now returned. I managed to speak to one of them, 
Rosa Hahn of Ischl. 

“They’ve sent us back,” she said. “I’m certain we’re going 
to be executed, but before we die I must tell you that terrible 
things happen in Auschwitz. You won’t believe it I know, 
but living human beings are thrown into the fire, including 
little children. Jews chiefly. All day long the smell of burning 
flesh hangs over the camp. You can’t believe me; I know it. 
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But I’m speaking the truth as sure as 1 stand here in front 
of you.” 

Once she had been a very good-looking woman, but now 
her face was sunken and her skin like parchment. Her eyes 
burned feverishly. I didn’t beheve her; I merely thought that 
now she had gone completely off her head. I wanted to get 
away. It was dangerous for me to be found anywhere near 
them. 

“You’ll be put in Block 17,” I said. “I’ll come over and see 
you this evening. So long.” 

“Oh, no we shan’t,” she insisted. “We’ve been brought here 
for execution, I tell you.” 

The next day aU the extremist Bible Students were taken 
away in a prison wagon, and the day after that all their 
things came back, complete with triangle and number. 

The hated Frau Mandl went off to Auschwitz with a trans- 
port and who should return in her place but Frau Langefeld. 
When she discovered that I was no longer Block Senior with 
the Bible Students, she wanted to know the reason. I told her 
and she listened carefully. “Hm,” she said finally. “How would 
you like to work with me in my oflBce?” 

“Why, yes,” I said. “I would, of course, but it hardly 
depends on what I like.” 

She made no comment, but shortly after that I was installed. 
Frau Langefeld, as Senior Supervisor, was practically in charge 
of the camp, and it was her duty to see that the instructions 
received from the Camp Commandant and his Adjutant 
were carried out. All the female supervisors in the camp were 
under her orders, and it was she who appointed the Block 
Seniors and Gang Leaders. All the administrative figures of 
the camp went through her hands, including roll-call labour 
gang tallies. And a very important part of her work was to 
sift the “reports” made by the overseers against the prisoners. 
It was she who decided whether a “report” was justified and 
should go through to the Camp Conunandant; and the 
comments she added were usually decisive for the punishment 
the Camp Commandant meted out. His decision came back 
to her subsequently for execution. 

Another important task she had was to reply to inquiries 
concerning a prisoner’s conduct. For instance, the “Political 
Department” would ask for information about a prisoner 
firom time to time: how long she had been in camp, how she 
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had conducted herself, how many times she had been punished, 
and whether she could be considered to have “improved.” 
Such an inquiry usually meant that the release of the prisoner 
in question was under discussion. She would then be called 
to the office for an interview, and in that five minutes or so 
Frau Langefeld had to decide whether the woman Was 
“suitable” for release or not. On her answer, favourable or 
unfavourable, the prisoner’s fate usually depended, though, 
of course, in the last resort the Gestapo was responsible for 
releases. The Commandant naturally added his recommenda- 
tions, but as he rarely knew much about the prisoners he 
usually went by what Frau Langefeld said. There was another 
S.S. Senior Supervisor in addition to Frau Langefeld, a woman 
named GaJlinat, but she was in charge of outside camp affairs. 

Frau Langefeld was about forty-two years old. She came 
from the Rhineland, and had been strictly brought up against 
a patriotic and nationalistic background. During the First 
World War her one regret had been that she had not been bom 
a man so that she could bear arms for her country. The loss of 
the war and the subsequent occupation of the Rhineland by the 
French had been a terrible humiliation for her patriotic pride. 
It was in this mood that she had first fallen in with the Nazis, 
and Hitler had become her ideal and hero. During the inflation 
period, her family was ruined. She got married, but her husband 
soon died, and left her with a child to look after. She got work 
in a public welfare organization and later became a prison 
wardress. In 1936 she became a Supervisor in Lichtenberg 
Concentration Camp for Women, and later Senior S.S. 
Supervisor. 

I was now in the place of Marianne Kom as her secretary, 
and I sat with her day after day in her office. Amongst the 
prisoners, she had the reputation of being “decent,” for she 
never used violence towards them as so many others did. 
Even before I had any chance of private conversation with 
her, she stmck me as troubled with inner conflicts and governed 
by inhibitions and inferiority feelings. Her nerves were always 
in a bad state, and she had all sorts of nervous habits. Before 
she spoke she woxdd always have to clear her throat once or 
twice, and she was endlessly stroking her dress straight, or 
shaking a non-eristent lock of hair out of her eyes. Sometimes 
she would stop in the middle of a sentence and stare out of 
the window for minutes at a time. 
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She treated most of the S.S. Supervisors with a certain 
arrogance, but it was a defensive measure to ward off all 
familiarities. With one or two whom she liked she was just 
the opposite, and in their presence she made no secret of her 
hatred for the S.S. In such moments my presence did not 
embarrass her and she would speak quite openly. Once 
during a battle with S.S. Storm Leader Seitz to obtain winter 
clothing for the prisoners, she hung up ther receiver after a 
bitter telephone discussion and declared: ^^That man Seitz 
ought to- be made to stand naked on the camp street for a 
few hours so that he could learn what it is to feel cold.” 

It was not long before I found myself in a position to 
exercise considerable influence on her in favour of the prisoners, 
particularly when the ^^reports” came in. The prisoners 
concerned would wait outside until they were called in for 
examination. On one occasion a hungry Asocial was brought 
in from the Punishment Block charged with having stolen a 
turnip. 

‘‘Did you steal the turnip?” asked Frau Langefeld. 

“Frau Senior Supervisor, I was so hungry; really I was,” 
came the answer, broken with sobs. 

“But if everyone stole turnips there would soon be none 
left for anyone else,” said Frau Langefeld. 

“But Frau Senior Supervisor, I was so hungry ...” 

The woman was sent out of the room. The case was clear. 
She had stolen the turnip and the “report” was justified. 
But if it went forward, as it ought to, it meant solitary confine- 
ment and perhaps a flogging. I intervened. 

“Frau Senior Supervisor, I know the woman from when I 
was Hut Senior at the Asocials Block. She would never survive 
the Bunkers. Her only hope is to get out of the Punishment 
Block, A ‘reporf would rob her of all hope of ever doing so.” 

Frau Langefeld said nothing, considered the case for a 
moment or two whilst her mouth twitched nervously, then 
with a sudden gesture she tore up the “report” and flung it 
into the waste-paper basket. 

It was easier still for me when Russian and Polish prisoners 
were brought in, for then I acted as interpreter and could 
give what replies I liked to her questions. And it was not long 
before I noticed that she had a shocking memory, and I took 
advantage of this very often to “lose” “reports” altogether. 
I always took the “reports” where serious punishment to 
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be expected and hid them behind a sheaf of other papers, and 
then waited to see whether any inquiry came from the Super- 
visor who had lodged them. If nothing happened after a while, 
then the ‘'reports’’ disappeared for good. And when I heard 
that a Supervisor was conducting herself with exceptional 
brutality towards prisoners, I took the first opportunity to 
bring the matter to the notice of Frau Langefeld, with the 
result that the wbman was usually removed. 

Every Friday she went together with the Camp Commandant 
and the S.S. Doctor to witness the floggings, and every time 
she came back she was in a state of great nervous tension and 
obviously controlling herself with an effort of will. She was 
a strange woman. I remember on one occasion a gipsy woman 
named Judith Horvath, who had ten children and whom she 
knew from Lichtenberg, came before her. She spoke to the 
woman so consolingly and with such great kindness that I 
was quite moved. But if it happened to be a Jewess, or if she 
was making up the list for a transport to Auschwitz, her face 
was distorted and her voice hateful. 

She had been Senior Supervisor in Auschwitz for six months, 
and she knew all about the terrible things that happened 
there. She had succeeded in securing her transfer back to 
Ravensbrueck thanks to influence in higher circles. 

“Auschwitz is the most horrible place the mind of man 
could conceive of,” she said to me once, “I can never get 
over it that the Bible Students I took there came to their 
end. But at least Teege and Maurer were saved.” 

These two owed their lives to her. With great difficulty 
and after a personal intervention with Himmler, she had 
succeeded in saving the lives of these two Communist prisoners 
and securing their release. But the people she admired most 
of all were the nationalist Poles. They were heroes to her, 
and those who were sentenced to death were martyrs who died 
for their country. On the other hand, she supported the master 
race ideas of Hitler and approved of Nazi Germany’s claim 
to overlordship. She firmly believed that Hitler and Himmler 
were humane and idealistic men who had no idea of the 
things done in their names by the corrupt and morally 
degenerate S.S. who ran their camps. And just as she wor- 
shipped National Socialism, so she had no doubt whatever in 
the final victory of the German arms, though she condemned 
the deportation of millions of foreign workers* from their own 
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countries to work in Germany as inhumane and a political 
error. 

We began to discuss political affairs more and more fre- 
quently, and it was not difficult for me to refute her arguments. 
Before long I had not only shaken her conviction in a German 
victory, but I had also made her see the concentration-camp 
system through the eyes of its victims. In consequence, her 
inner conffict grew more and more painful.' I made her see 
that all these terrible things were not the isolated acts of one 
or two wicked and corrupt S.S. officials, but the natural and 
logical consequence of the whole dictatorial regime instituted 
by her hero. Hitler. How far I succeeded in convincing her 
it is difficult to say, but at least she, the Senior S.S. Supervisor, 
listened attentively to all I had to say, and I know she thought 
about it a great deal. One day I dared to ask her point blank 
how she could reconcile her co-operation in the running of a 
hell-hole like Ravensbrueck or Auschwitz with her conscience 
as a woman and a mother. For a moment she did not reply; 
then she said hesitantly: “Don’t you think I do some good here 
in my work? Don’t you think the prisoners would be much 
worse off if they had someone else over them instead of me?” 

That was true enough. 

How tense the relationship was between Frau Langefeld 
and the S.S. I realized only gradually, and it was ordy after 
my job as her secretary had come to an end that I learnt that 
from the moment she came back from Auschwitz the Camp 
Commandant Suhren, and the Camp Leader, Braeuning, had 
systematically set to work to bring "^about her downfall. They 
not only careftilly collected material against her, but they also 
made her work as Senior Supervisor as difficult as possible. 

In the winter of 1942 we awaited a big transport of Russian 
women from the Medical Corps of the Red Army. Th^e 
women were all nurses or doctors who had been captured in 
Sebastopol. The German authorities apparently considered 
that a concentration camp was the right place for them. A 
special block was prepared for them and surrounded with 
barbed wire to isolate them from the other prisoners. When 
they got out of the goods train in which they had been trans- 
ported, some of the S.S. women immediately began to kick 
and beat them. They were all in uniform and they arrived at 
the camp in strict military order. They obeyed their own 
leaders implicitly, and the whole reception procedure went 
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off smoothly in complete silence. When these women were 
naked in the wash-room Commandant Suhren and Camp 
Leader Braeuning deliberately went in amongst them. Frau 
Langefeld came back to her office in great excitement, loudly 
condemning the provocative shamelessness of the S.S. leaders 
and praising the dignified attitude of the Russian prisoners 
of war. 

The appearance of these women of the Red Army made a 
deep impression on the many Russian and Ukrainian prisoners 
who were already in the camp, and the “camp police” inter- 
cepted a number of messages they tried to smuggle 
through. They were brought to Frau Langefeld, who passed 
them on to me for translation. It was quite clear from their 
contents that the Russians and Ukrainians were frightened at 
the appearance of these, so to speak, official Russians, and 
were anxious to put themselves in a favourable light, so that 
together with hymns of praise in favour of the Soviet regime 
and the Red Army were the full names and camp numbers 
of many of the prisoners. It would have cost them dear had 
I translated accurately, but instead I turned them into senti- 
mental messages of greetings and they were thrown into the 
waste-paper basket. But what I didn’t know was that the 
S.S. were watching Frau Langefeld carefully, and when no 
“reports” came through as a result of the finding of the 
messages they had the next one that was intercepted translated 
themselves, and its contents were very different from my 
translations. That was o^e of the things which was later brought 
up against Frau Langefeld. 

Ravensbrueck now held many thousands of women prisoners 
and more and more wardresses were necessary to control them. 
Ordinary recruitment was not sufficient to supply the demand, 
and so Gamp Leader Braeuning used to go out on recruiting 
drives to factories and other places where there were many 
women. He would have the women workers called together 
and then address them in glowing terms on the wonderful 
career that awaited them in the rehabilitation centres — ^he 
never mentioned the words, “concentration camp.” As the 
pay was good and the food ample, recruits soon began to come 
in, for tibe work in war factories was hard and conditions 
difficult. After every such campaign Ravensbrueck would 
receive a score or so of young working women as wardresses. 

Before they were put into uniform they aU came in a body 
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to be seen by Frau Langefeld. Most of them were poorly 
dressed, rather nervous and hesitant in their unaccustomed 
surroundings, and more than a little intimidated. Frau 
Langefeld would give them a lecture on their duties and then 
send^ them off to their quarters. I often noticed them nudge 
each other in astonishment when they saw prisoners passing. 
At first these women would be sent out in company with an 
experienced wardress to show them the ropes, and during 
the first week almost half of them would come weeping to 
Frau Langefeld and ask to be allowed to go home. She would 
explain to them that only the Camp Commandant could 
release them once they were enrolled, and that they must 
therefore go to him. Very few of them had sufficient courage 
to do so. They were afraid of being dressed down by an S.S. 
officer, and so the great majority of them stayed on and got 
used to their new profession. After all, it was, as they had 
been promised, light work, and well paid, and their food and 
quarters were good. And many of them changed out of all 
recognition once they got into uniform. Top boots and a 
forage cap stuck at an angle on their heads gave them a feeling 
of confidence and superiority. 

The Commandant and the S.S. Camp Leader instructed 
them in the practical side of their work. From the beginning 
they were taught to stifle any sympathy with the prisoners, 
who were always presented as morally degenerate and worth- 
less, and in addition they were threatened with dire punish- 
ments if they violated the service regulations and had any 
other than strictly official contacts * with their charges. Day 
after day these new recruits had strictness and severity drilled 
into them, and they were always accompanied by the worst 
of the old wardresses, all brutal, bullying, reporting, ear-boxing 
types. And during their free hours their only male companions 
were S.S. men. Again and again one could observe the same 
transformation: these young working women were soon every 
bit as bad as the old hands, ordering the prisoners around, 
bullying them and shouting as though they had been born in 
a barracks. There were, of course, exceptions, but not many. 

The relations between Frau Langefeld and the S.S. authori- 
ties became more and more explosive. The S.S. had quite a 
lot of material against her, but as they well knew, she also 
had material: she knew of many instances of corruption and 
defalcation in which^the Camp Commandant and his officers 
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were involved. Their aim was to prove her inefficient and 
secure her dismissal. The most active intriguer in this respect 
was the hated and feared Gestapo man, Ramdor. He would 
put prisoners in the Bunkers even without a “report/’ beat 
them up himself, douse them with cold water, and leave them 
without food in order to extort “confessions” from them. 
The name Ramdor was sufficient to make many women in 
the camp trembie. He would search about all over the camp, 
turning out the lockers and even emptying the straw out of 
the mattresses in his hunt for illegal material. 

In the winter of 1942-3 two Polish women, who worked 
in the kitchen managed to escape from the camp. They hid 
behind the camp refuse bins after they had been loaded into 
a lorry to be taken away as usual. When their absence was 
noticed, they were already far away; they had managed to 
reach a railway station and get to Berlin. One of them was 
recaptured a year later and brought back to the camp. The 
other one was reported to have been shot dead whilst attempt- 
ing to cross the frontier. As more and more gangs worked 
outside the camp, particularly on the local farms, it was 
easier for prisoners to escape, and about a dozen more escaped 
without the S.S. being able to recapture them, I always 
experienced a feeling of delight when I had to take their 
cards out of the general index and put them in a special 
box-file marked “Escapes.” Of course, a scapegoat had to be 
found for this, and it was Senior S.S. Supervisor Langefeld, 
who had failed to put a sufficiently alert wardress in charge of 
the gangs . . . and so on.^^ 

In the meantime, Frau Langefeld was developing more 
and more. She took advantage of every opportunity to talk 
to the “old” Politicals, and in particular with the Austrian 
Rosl Jochmann, the German Maria Fischer and the Pole, Helena 
Koreva. When new Block or Hut Seniors had to be appointed, 
she always took the candidates proposed by the Politicals, 
and this naturally did not remain xmknown to Ramdor and 
his spies. On one occasion two Politicals, Anni Rudroff and 
Emmi Ambrusova, were reported by Storm Leader Dittman, 
Anni because she had not got new numbers ready in time for 
a transport of prisoners for a mumtions factory, and Emmi 
because she had made some tea for herself in the canteen 
where she worked, A “report” firom a Storm Leader meant 
six months in the Punishment Block at least, and I did my 
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best to persuade Frau Langefeld not to forward them, but it 
was a serious matter, and after some hesitation, at last she 
sent them on to the Commandant. A few weeks later his 
verdict came through: six months Punishment Block for each. 
Again I did my best to influence her, pointing out that Anni 
was innocent, whilst Emmi’s offence had been a bagatelle. 
This time I tried to persuade her to intervene with the 
Commandant; again she hesitated, but in the end she sent 
the two of them back to their huts instead of sending them 
to the Punishment Block, and promised to get into touch 
with the Commandant. Every few days I reminded her of it, 
but it was obviously an unpleasant matter for her and she 
kept putting it off. 

That was in the spring of 1943. Then a chit came through 
from the “Politicsd Department” asking for ten Poles with 
numbers between 7,000 and 10,000. I knew that they were 
death sentences. The women were fetched from their block 
by a Camp Messenger. I sat at my typewriter and looked 
through the window. As they came across the square I noticed 
that two of them were on crutches. 

“Frau Langefeld,” I exclaimed. “They’re going to shoot 
the guinea-pigs. They’re coming now.” 

She sprang up, gave one glance out of the window and 
then picked up the telephone receiver and demanded to speak 
to the Camp Commandant. I sat there listening anxiously to 
one side of the conversation. 

“Storm Baxm Leader, is there any confirmation from Berlin 
that the guinea-pigs are to be executed?” 

I don’t know what answer came through, but she hung up 
the receiver and turned to me: 

“Go out and send the two prisoners on crutches back to 
their block.” 

In April Ramdor put three “old” Politicals, Rosl Jochmann, 
Maria Fisher and Maria Schwarz, in the Punishment Block. 
At the same time he had the Camp Messenger Marianne 
Scharmger brought to the Kommandantur and cross-examined 
for hours. Marianne Scharinger was formally registered as a 
criminal. She had been assistant to a doctor who had been 
arrested for abortion operations, an offence which was regarded 
as criminal. Apparently she was unable to withstand the 
bullying and the threats, for she gave way and made incrimin- 
atmg statements against Frau Langefeld and me. 
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One morning in April Frau Langefeld had left the office 
after a telephone conversation with the Kommandantur, and 
I was alone in the room waiting for her to return when Ramdor 
marched in with his secretary, Loeffler. 

“Come with me,” he ordered, and I walked out between 
the two of them. I was taken to the Punishment Block, where 
Ramdor searched my pockets. 

“Why have 1 43een brought here and searched?” I asked. 

“You’ve got a nerve to ask,” he replied. “It’s only because 
you’ve systematically suppressed ‘reports’ and destroyed 
messages intercepted from prisoners; that’s all. What’s happened 
to the punishment orders for Rudroff and Ambros? Don’t you 
deceive yourself: we’ve had our eye on you for some time, 
Sind we’re up to all your tricks. You’ve interfered with official 
documents and conducted Communist agitation.” 

I started to defend myself, but Ramdor cut me short. 

“You’d better not say anything now,” he declared. “That’s 
not all by any means. I’ll leave you in this cell for a while 
and you can think about whether it’s worth while to lie or 
not.” 

Loeffler handed me over to Binz, who was the S.S. Super- 
visor of the Punishment Block, and she called a Bible Student 
who acted amongst other things as searcher. I had to strip and 
then I was given a thin shift and knickers, a summer dress with 
short sleeves, stockings and a towel. My shoes were not 
returned to me. Then Binz led me away until we came to one of 
the cells on the ground floor which was empty. The cell door 
slammed behind me and? J was in the dark. Feeling my way 
around, I knocked into a stool which was fixed to the floor. 
I sat down on it and tried to get my eyes used to the darkness. 
There was a faint glimmer under the door. Then I began 
to accustom myself to the cell lay-out. There was a small 
leaf table attached to the wall which could be raised and 
lowered, and a wooden bed-rack aho attached to the wall 
which could also be raised and lowered, though it was now 
locked. In one comer near the door was a water closet, and 
on the other side were cold central heating pipes. Opposite 
the door was a small window, but it was so closely covered 
that neither light nor air came through. The ceU was about 
four and a half paces by two and a half. After a while I got 
sufficiently used to the arrangements to be able to walk up 
and down without fear of knocking against the stool. 
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Naturally I was upset by the unexpected turn of fortune, 
but if Ramdor thought he was going to intimidate me he was 
mistaken. You get used to darkness. Would he cut off my 
food? I felt sorry I had not finished up all my bread that 
morning. Would I be beaten? I remembered all the horrors 
of the ‘punishment cells: the prisoners who had been beaten 
to death; those who had starved to death; those who had 
gone mad. I grew frightened. And outside there was Milena. 
She needed me. Who would look after her when her fever 
recurred?«At night she would sob on her mattress: “If only I 
could be dead without dying! But to die in this place like a 
dog!” When I was with her I could console her; even make 
her believe that one day we should be free again. But now I 
realized clearly that she was lost, irretrievably lost. And me? 

Suddenly the light was turned on from outside and I stood 
blinking. Someone was at the peephole. It was Ramdor 
looking with satisfaction at his latest victim. 

The Bunkers consisted of a rectzingular cement building 
with about loo cells along both walls at ground level and on 
the first floor. In the middle was a large space with iron 
stairways and landings leading to the upper cells. At one end 
of the building was the reception-room, an office for the 
Supervisor, a room in which examinations took place and 
another one with the whipping block, where every Friday the 
floggings took place. There was also a wash-room with showers. 

After striding up and down in the cell for a while, I began 
to distinguish the noises which I could hear on the other 
side of the door. There was the li^tid and raucous voice of 
Binz; the sobbing and crying of prisoners; the barking of 
dogs; men’s voices; and loud laughter. Everything sounded 
hollow and echoed as though in a swimming bath. After a very 
long time I smelt the well-known aroma of camp soup. That 
meant it was already evening. Then I heard the clatter of 
utensils. Steps approached and I heard ceU doors being opened, 
and once a woman’s voice began to whine: “But, Frau 
Supervisor ...” The steps passed on and then there was 
silence. So I was to have no soup. 

It grew cold as the evening wore on. From outside the 
building I heard the sound of singing as a column came in 
from outside work. There were still some hours to go before 
night fell, and then the long hours of the night until morning. 
My bare arms were already covered with goose flesh. I heard 
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the muffled sound of the camp siren, then a little while after- 
wards the light was switched on in my cell and an eye appeared 
at the spy-hole. No doubt it was Binz making her rounds. 
She put the key in the cell door, but to double-lock it, not to 
open it. The light went out. After a while the faint shimmer 
under the door went out too, and I was in complete dark&ess. 
They had not even unlocked and let down the bed for me to 
lie on, or given me a blanket. 

And then the fight against cold, hunger and tiredness 
began. I would sit down on the stool, draw up my knees 
and press my bare arms between my thighs to get a little 
warmth into them. As soon as I nodded off for a moment, I 
would overbalance and wake up with a jerk, and then walk 
up and down the cell again, five steps there, five steps back, 
carefully skirting the stool each time. I tried sitting on the 
floor with my back against the wall, but it was so cold and 
damp that I was soon chilled to the bone. With the towel 
rolled up for a pillow, I curled up on the floor — ^if only my 
arms were not bare' And then I remembered that there was 
newspaper stuck behind the closet pipe. I got it out and spread 
it carefully on the floor. It kept one shoulder and an arm 
from direct contact with the stone. Yes, it was warmer — or 
not quite so cold. Such a night seems endless, but it did end, 
and at last I heard the siren sound for the morning roll-call, 
and noises began to come from the other side of the door. 

But the day was no different from the night, except that the 
light was switched on for five minutes for the cell to be swept 
out. For the rest the onl^light was the faint glimmer under 
the door, and it seemed even colder. My stomach was empty 
and I began to experience pains. Strange lights danced before 
my eyes like balls of coloured fire, and when I closed my 
eyes tightly it was lighter than ever. A whole universe of 
celestial suns passed rapidly before my eyes. Once I heard 
men’s footsteps and then I sprang up and turned my back 
to the door. If Ramdor looked in, he should not see my face. 
The light went on and the cell door was opened. It was 
Ramdor. 

“Well,” he said, “how are we feeling to-day? Are you ready 
to make a statement now?” 

I made no reply. 

“Very well,” he said with a mocking grin. “I can wait.” 

And with that he went out and the cell door closed behind 
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Titm. The electric light went out. I wonder when he’ll fetch 
me for questioning, I thought. At night probably. He can’t 
prove anything against me. Would Frau Langefeld use her 
influence for me? I was certain she would. But had she any 
influence left? Everything they accused me of incriminated 
her loo, for it had all happened in her office. 

For a time I forgot hunger and cold, but then I smelt 
food again and my mouth watered. I crouched down in the 
comer between the closet and the wall and pulled my dress 
over my '■shoulders. It seemed not so cold there. •'Every time 
when steps sounded in the corridor I sprang up and began to 
walk up and down the cell. 

In the second night I had dreams — dreams of bread. There 
they were, mountains of crisp, golden brown loaves piled up 
in front of me, but when I went to take one I always woke up. 
I crouched down over a dish full of macaroni and was about 
to wolf it up like a dog when I knocked my head on the closet. 
At least I could get water from the tap next to the closet, and 
dr inkin g helped for a while. On the third day the pangs of 
hunger had gone, but the desire for a little warmth was over- 
whelming. 

Punctually at the same time every morning the light was 
S'witched on and the cell door opened and then one of the 
Bible Students handed in a brush and pan for me to sweep 
out the cell. She never said a word and her face wore a set 
look of suffering and sympathy. It was always the same 
expression; as though she wore a mask. 

“Give me some more paper, ple^e,” I said. 

She nodded and went out hurriedly as though she were 
afiraid I might ask her for something forbidden, perhaps a 
piece of bread. The Bible Students carried out their work 
with more conscientiousness than a Nazi would have done. 
What might the S.S. not have thought of them if one of them 
had been discovered breaking the rules! 

I covered the floor -with paper in the comer between the 
closet and the waU, and there I sat hunched up with my 
hands over my face so that no one could see me through the 
spy-hole. I ceased to distinguish night from day and vegetated 
in a dull stupor. A pulse beat quietly in my neck. What a pity 
that the eiderdowns which covered the floor in front of me 
were not there when I put my hand forward to draw them over 
me! And then strange people began to come into my cell. 
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They shone like phosphorus and seemed not to touch the 
ground. They were friendly and smiled at me, and I felt 
peaceful and happy. I was not hungry, and even the cold was 
no longer so bad. But they teased me with the broom, and 
I covered my face and longed for the darkness. 

It was the morning of the eighth day (so I learned laler) 
when the light went on and the hatch of the cell door was 
opened. The rough voice of Binz sounded sharply: 

“Get a move on, Buber. Don’t you want any bread?” 

I got up ^d staggered to the door. There on the»lowered 
hatch was a bread ration and a mug of hot coffee substitute. 

I took the bread and the mug incredulously and went over 
to the table. The light went out at once but I had the bread 
in my hands and the smell of it in my nostrils. No bread ever 
smelt as good as that. 

After my seven days’ fast I received normal camp rations 
every fourth day, and on the days in between I was given 
bread only. It is difficult to say which is worse: to have no 
food at all, or to have only enough food to keep you hungry 
all the time. At the end of my fast, Binz also let down the 
wall bed and I was given two blankets, a sheet and a cover 
for a mattress, but no mattress. In the phraseology of the 
Gestapo, that is called “Strict dark arrest with hard sleep- 
ing.” 

After I had drunk the hot coffee substitute and chewed 
some of the bread, I felt better, and my will to live returned. 
I washed myself down with cold water and when I went to 
spread out the towel on^e central-heating pipes I found 
they were warm. I pressed myself as close to them as I could, 
enjoying the warmth that came through them to my body. 
After that the heating was turned on every day for half an 
hour. 

In the afternoon Supervisor Binz took me out of the ceU 
and ordered me to take a blanket with me. For a wild breath- 
less moment I thought I was to be released, but no. I was 
taken up the iron stairs and along the gallery until we reached 
the last ceU in the row, and there I was locked in. The crack 
tmder the door was a little wider, and it was not quite so dark 
as in the other cell. In addition, the place did not smell so 
damp and mouldy, and in consequence it did not strike so 
cold. During my short journey from one cell to the other the 
sun had been shining through the glass roof down into the 
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basement — ^real May sunlight, heartening and thrilling after 
the darkness. Outside it was spring, and animals and plants 
enjoyed the sun, but in the Bunkers behind a hundred steel 
doors prisoners sat cold and hungry in the darkness. 

A young Russian was brought in whilst I was there. She 
had been caught stealing. She kept screaming in Russian, 
“Oh, God! Oh, my God!” and kicking against the door of 
her cell. From time to time Binz would descend on her in 
wrath, boxing her ears, kicking her and setting the dog on 
her. She^ven poured cold water over her, but stiif^e Russian 
kept on screaming and moaning. It was horrible, smd I put 
my fingers in my ears to keep out the sound. It was hours 
before she finally fell silent, probably from sheer exhaustion. 
Binz gave women who caused trouble short shrift. If someone 
hadn’t folded her blanket just right (in the dark) she would 
get her ears boxed or be kicked, have her food stopped for 
three days, her blankets taken away and the bed locked up 
against the wall. There were women who were constantly 
incurring her rage, and punishments showered down on them. 
That meant certain death in the end. 

When I had been in the Bunkers for some weeks, dependent 
almost the whole time on my sense of hearing alone for any 
contact with the outside world, I learnt to distinguish the 
voices of many of the inmates. I recognized the steps of all 
the wardresses, and Ramdor’s steps in particular, and I knew 
exactly which cell they had halted in front. The worst day of 
the week in the Bunkers was Friday, when the floggings took 
place. Women were dragged out ^ their cells or brought in 
from the camp to suffer this punishment. 

One night Ramdor had me brought out of my cell for an 
examination. Unexpectedly, nothing further was said about 
suppressed “reports,” destroyed messages or interference with 
official documents, and all the questions he asked concerned 
private conversations that I was alleged to have had with 
Frau Langefeld about the building up of a spy organization 
against Camp Commandant Suhren and S.S. Camp Leader 
Braeuning, and alleged Communist propaganda. 

“I have asked for five death sentences,” Ramdor told me, 
“and as an example to the camp they won’t be carried out 
by shooting, but by public hanging in full view of the whole 
camp.” 

I gathered the impression that Frau Langefeld must be 
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under arrest, and I tried to get confirmation or denial from 
the Bible Student who brought in the brush and pan every 
morning. At first she refused to say anything at all, but finally 
she whispered that Senior S.S. Supervisor Frau Langefeld 
was no longer in office. 

After a while I managed to communicate with my neigh- 
bour in the next cell. The walls of the Bunkers were well 
suited to this. We waited until everything was quiet and 
then we crQuched down at the dividing wall and knocked to 
attract the'oSier’s attention. If we then spoke close \fp to the 
wall the words could be heard on the other side. The prisoner 
in the next cell was Betty Schneider, an Asocial, and in 
consequence our conversational possibilities were limited. She 
was also being held by Ramdor. She had worked in the 
furriers^ workshop, where furs and fur-lined coats which had 
belonged to well-to-do Jews who had ended in the gas chambers 
were unpicked to be used for military jackets. Very often the 
former owners had sewn valuables into their coats, and for 
a time there were rings, jewels and other valuables going the 
rounds in the camp. Some of the male prisoners, who also 
worked in the shop, had tried to bribe the guards in order to 
smuggle the valuables out. Someone had given the game away 
and Betty was involved as an accomplice. 

By accident, I discovered that Eva Busch was also in the 
Bunkers, and I was caught calling out to her. The Bible 
Student had just brought in my coffee substitute when along 
stormed Binz, rushed into my cell, seized my coffee and poured 
it away, shouting, ‘‘Three pays starvation for you, my lady, 
and no bed and blankets.” And, unfortunately, Eva was 
caught as well. 

For another three days I took up my position in the corner 
between the closet and the wall, and this time my senses 
seemed to go much more quickly than the first time I had 
been left without food. I became exhausted much more rapidly. 
On the third day the hatch was opened before the usual time 
for distributing the rations. It was the Bible Student, “Crete,” 
she called. “Come here quickly. Tve got something for you. 
It’s from Milena.” I dragged myself to my feet and staggered 
to the door with difficulty, and from her blouse the Bible 
Student pulled a little parcel. “Quick! Quick! Take it. Milena 
sends you her warmest greetings. Hide it, for Heaven’s sake.” 

The tears rolled down my cheeks. Milena had not forgotten 
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me. The parcel contained sugar and bread. Instead of my 
looking after her, she was looking after me. 

Ramdor had me out again for questioning, and when I 
still refused to say what he wanted me to say he declared that 
he^was sick and tired of my constant denials and that he 
would arrange for my transport to Auschwitz with the com- 
ment, “Return undesirable.” His first attempt at intimidation — 
the story of the public hangings in the cahip — I had taken 
with a pinch of salt as one of the usual blood-CT^ling threats 
made tb extort statements, but the threat m transfer to 
Auschwitz was a different matter; that soxmded only too 
probable. Back in my dark cell I had plenty of time to recall 
and think over what Rosl Hahn had told me about Auschwitz. 
And it seemed to me that I could already smeU charred and 
burnt flesh. At first I thought it was an illusion, the power of 
suggestion to an overwrought mind, but it was so persistent 
and penetrating that I got into touch with Betty and asked 
her whether she could smell anything. The answer came back: 

“Yes, of course. Didn’t you know the crematorium they’ve 
built behind the Bxmkers has started up?” 

I had been in dark arrest for over two months and in that 
time I had missed the latest addition to the amenities of 
Ravensbrueck. 

Every fourth day I was given half a Utre of turnip soup or 
dried vegetables and six potatoes cooked in their jackets, 
and I summoned up all my energy and will power to put 
aside three of the potatoes so that I could have one every 
day with my bread. I put them iJetween the central heating 
pipes where it was coolest and where they were likely to stay 
fresh longest. Of course, it was dirty there, and it was impossible 
to find a clean spot in the dark, but in my position cleanliness 
was not a prime necessity of life. The thought of food occupied 
a great deal of my attention in the Bunkers, though I tried to 
keep my mind on the past and to think of poetry and songs. 
On my interminable march up and down the cell I would 
sing or recite poetry. Some days the songs were cheerful; on 
others they were sad. I did my best to keep my spirits up by 
thinking of all the wonderful things I would do when I got 
out, and by refusing to think of the much more probable 
future of gradusd starvation, sickness and death. 

As soon as the light wsis switched on in the morning, and 
the dust-pan and brush handed in, I would sweep up like 
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mad in order to spend the rest of the precious time the light 
was on by reading the scraps of newspaper provided for 
lavatory purposes. The paper consisted of squares cut up 
from the S.S. paper, Das Schwarze Korps, Hurriedly, I would 
try to fit the pieces together so that they made a whole. In 
this way I managed to piece an article together which cheered 
me up for days. It was entitled “And then a Miracle hap- 
pened!’^ It described the desperate situation in which Frederick 
the Greatfound himself after his defeat at Leuthen. All 
seemed los^^and then Elizabeth of Russia suddenly ^ied and 
the whole political situation was transformed in his favour. 
Obviously, the article was a parallel to the present situation 
of Hitler. If all they could hope for was a miracle, then for 
me and my like there was hope. 

One morning before the Bunkers were officially awake the 
hatch of my cell was cautiously opened and the Bible Student 
produced another package from Milena. My pleasure was 
spoiled by the horrible state of fright the woman was in. 
“Grete,” she pleaded, “please let me tell Milena you don’t 
want her to send you any more; it’s so dangerous. Please 
let me tell her that. Please, Grete.” She was in such a state 
of nerves and almost hysterical fear that I had no alternative 
but to agree: “Very well,” I said coldly. “Tell her I forbid 
her to send me anything else.” 

At the beginning of July — I had not been taken out for 
questioning for a long time — the hght was switched on and 
S.S. Supervisor Binz and a prisoner came into my cell. I 
thought it was a search, *^ut the prisoner brought in a pair 
of steps and proceeded to uncover the window of my cell 
and let the light in. The pleasurable shock was so over- 
whelming that I quite lost my head. I can’t remember whether 
I prayed, wept or sang — I probably did all three in turn. 
When they were gone, I pulled myself up to the window. 
It took all my remaining strength, but wiffi one foot on the 
table I could lean over precarioxxsly and hang on. The summer 
air was delicious; heady, almost like wine, and I breathed it 
in deeply until I was giddy with it. The sun was shining and 
I could see beyond the camp wall. There was a tall chimney 
I had never seen before. The brickwork was yellow and new. 
That was no doubt the crematorium. I could see the pines 
and in the distance the church spire. And the sky was blue. 
How can I make anyone realize what a simple everyday scene 
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like that meant to me? I remained there drinking it all in 
greedily until my strength was exhausted and I had to let 
myself down again. 

There was another great pleasure in store for me that same 
day. The cell door opened and two other women were sent 
in. It was Maria Graf and Presserova. They stood there with 
pale, colourless faces, just like mine must have been, and were 
at a loss, like shy children in an unaccustomed situation. 
My heart was full to bursting point and I just looked at them 
with delight, and when they spoke their voices s<£^ed lovely. 
All the misery and pain I had suffered disappeared in their 
company, and the gruesome, ghostly life I had been leading 
receded into the past almost as though it had never been true. 
The days no longer consisted of dark, endless waiting. There 
were fellow human beings to talk to, and even though there 
was still anxiety, at least it could be shared, and the mere 
presence of the others gave me courage. 

Their situation was not enviable. Both of them were expect- 
ing severe punishment. When the Bible Students refused to 
attend to the Angora rabbits any longer, a new group had 
been given the work. It consisted of Gdhnan and Czech 
Politicals, including Maria Graf and Presserova. A civilian 
was in charge of the work. He was so small in stature that they 
nicknamed him “Hop o’ My Thumb.” From all accounts, 
he must have been a splendid fellow and a courageous one too. 
He did everything he possibly couldvto make their lives easier, 
and he even began to smug^e out letters for them. And after 
a while he arranged to receive th/e replies in his own home 
in Fuerstenberg. He also obtained special medicine from 
Prague for one of the Czech prisoners who was suffering from 
pernicious anaemia. 

Unfortunately, he was denounced by someone, with the 
result that all the members of the group found themselves in 
the Bunkers, and the sick Czech girl as well. Hop o’ My 
Thumb and his wife and daughter were arrested and sent to 
concentration camps, and Ramdor even travelled to Prague 
to question the relatives of the sick girl. The members of die 
group were all told that their relatives had been arrested in 
connection with the affair, and one of them broke down and 
confessed everything. In the end, Maria Graf, received twenty- 
five lashes, but Presserova was imexpectedly released, together 
with the sick Czech, whose condition had grown so much 
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worse in the Punishment Block that she was sent to the Sick 
Bay, where she died. All the others, including Maria Graf, 
were sentenced to a term in the Punishment Block. 

Compared with what went before, the time I spent with 
Maria Graf and Presserova seemed almost serene and happy. 
We chatted and sang together, and I learnt a number of 
Czech songs by heart. We shared our food and our joys and 
sorrows, and e^^ery evening Maria, who was a practising 
Catholic, ^ould kneel down and pray fervently. 

After I haSi spent ten weeks in the Bunkers, I was^uddenly 
released and sent back to the camp without further questioning 
and without any explanation. I greeted the relative freedom 
of the camp square and the huts with more enthusiasm than 
I did my final freedom years later. The very next day I fell 
ill. My body could not stand the regular meals. 1 was given 
‘^inside work” and for the greater part of the day I lay peace- 
fully on ipy straw mattress whilst Milena looked after me. 
From her I learnt that Frau Langefeld had been arrested and 
brought before an S.S. court charged with a variety of offences, 
including that of having shown sympathy towards the Poles. 
She was discharged for lack of evidence, but removed from 
the service. 

I recovered slowly and after a week I could get about 
again fairly normally. My first journey was to the Polish 
Block, where, I was told, Helena Korova wanted to see me. 
When I arrived, she cautiously showed me a leaflet dropped 
by the Royal Air Force about the flight of Hess to England. 
Polish workers had found\it in the wood and brought it in 
with the greatest possible precautions. The penalty for possess- 
ing such a thing would have been terrible, but for us that 
piece of paper was like a magic talisman. 

The very next day — I was still in bed — along came S.S. 
Supervisor Schroers and roughly ordered me to get up. She 
then thoroughly searched my mattress. She seemed to be 
looking for something in particular, but, of course, there was 
nothing there. ^‘Gome along with me,” she said when she 
had finished, and I followed her to the office with new despair 
and anxiety in my heart. What could it be this time? So soon 
after the other. Before I had had a chance to recover. I 
suspected that it was something to do with the R.A.F. leaflet. 

In the corridor of the office, waiting to see the new Senior 
S.S. Supervisor, a woman named Klein-Traeubel, stood 



Helena Korova, her daughter and another Pole named Bella 
Hallina. It seemed dear that the leaflet had been discovered 
and that my visit to Helena had been reported. We were 
unable to exchange a word whilst we were waiting. The 
Camp Leader Braeiming passed us and went into the office. 
After a while an S.S. Supervisor came out and took us all to 
the Bimkers. Supervisor Binz greeted me mockingly: “What! 
You here again! It didn’t last long, did it?” ' 

I made no attempt to discover the cause of mis- 

fortune; it seemed only too dear. This time I was?^t in Betty 
Schneider’s cdl. In the meantime, she had gone back to the 
Punishment Block. And then it began all over again. For a 
week I was kept in absolute darkness without food. After 
that I received my daily ration of bread and normal rations 
once every fourth day. The same misery and suffering, the 
same hunger and sleeplessness, the same noises outside the 
door. My mind began to wander and I was no longer sure 
whether I had really been let out of the Bunkers or not. 
Perhaps it had all been a hallucination. By the second week 
everything had become unreal. I no longer knew where I was, 
whether it was day or night or when the longed-for fourth 
day was due. I lived in feverish dreams peopled by the 
characters of song and poetry. Maria Graf and Bella Hallina 
were in the next cell, and from time to time they called me 
back to reality by knocking, but as soon as the conversation 
ceased I slid back again into my phantasies. 

I spent five weeks in the Bunkers this time, and not once 
was I taken out for questioning, the end of that time — ^it 
was on a Sunday — the cell door was opened and I was released, 
together with Helena Korova, her daughter and Bella Hallina. 
I never discovered why we had been sent to the Bunkers. 

This time I hated the light and the reality of the camp. 
My release was no pleasure to me. I closed my eyes 2md 
longed for the darkness, and tried to live again in my phanta- 
sies. Milena needed a very great deal of patience to bring me 
back to reality. 

A quite striking change had taJken place in my absence. 
The prisoners who strolled up and down the camp streets 
were dressed in coloured summer clothes of aU kinds, though 
on the back and front there were patches in the shape of a 
cross to mark them as prisoners. The gipsies, in particular, 
were as bright as tropical birds with aU sorts of coloured 
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scraps. And the regulation step the S.S. had taken so much 
trouble to teach us had disappeared— another sign of how the 
camp discipline was loosening. It appeared that camp clothing 
was so scarce that the S.S. had distributed the clothing of 
women who had been sent to the gas chambers amongst the 
prisoners. Those who received parcels from outside were even 
allowed to wear their own clothes. Only the gangs who went 
outside the camp’to work still had to wear the old regulation 
camp unifisfm. 

Before the^othing stores there were heaps of this Clothing, 
and hundreds of pairs of shoes neatly tied together as the 
women had been instructed to tie them when they had to 
strip for the gas chambers, though many of the shoes had 
obviously been tried on and tossed back separately on to the 
heap by prisoners. At first the garment workshop had cut out 
patches back and front and sewn in material of a different 
colour, but later on this proved too tiresome and so the 
clothing was just daubed back and front with white paint. 

The disappearance of the uniform clothing was another 
factor which increased the dirt and disorder in the camp. 
The old warning placards, “A louse may mean your death!” 
were still around, but in the meantime the louse population 
had increased enormously and some of the blocks were hope- 
lessly infested. From time to time the camp authorities took 
measures against the pest. Huts were fumigated and the women 
were called out in batches to have their clothing disinfected, 
and kept waiting around naked for hours in cold rooms, 
and when their clothing c^me back there were often living 
lice still in it. 

During my second stay in the Bunkers a welcome change 
had come over the Medical Post. The S.S. Dr. Rosenthal and 
his favourite, Gerda Qjiemheim, had been arrested — not for 
the murders they had committed — the S.S. had no objection 
to that — ^but for systematically stealing gold teeth firom the 
mouths of their victims. In that respect they had poached on 
the preserves of more powerful people. Rosenthal was sen- 
tenced to seven years’ imprisonment, and Gerda Qjiemheim 
was sent to Auschwitz. S.S. Dr. Schidlausky w^ also trans- 
ferred, and the S.S. now began to use the services of German, 
Czech, Russian and Polish doctors amongst their prisoners, 
with the result that a visit to the Medical Post lost its terrors, 
though, to tell the truth, some of these doctors treated the 
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sick prisoners not much better than the S.S. doctors before 
them, and some of them shamelessly favoured the sick of their 
own nationality However, most of them did their best with 
great devotion in extraordinarily difficult circumstances — 
circumstances which became worse and worse towards the 
final years of the camp’s existence, when prisoners died like 
flies of typhoid, tuberculosis, dysentery, pneumonia and other 
causes. The situation was greatly aggravated by the terrible 
overcrowding. Sometimes there were as many as Jp«r women 
to one mattress. Sheets were changed only fiSr those who 
worked in the kitchens and the S.S. offices, and a bath became 
a great rarity. At the same time, prisoners were working 
eleven hours a day and their food was barely enough to keep 
body and soul together. 

More and more prisoners were being sent out of the camp 
as mobile labour gangs for munition factories, airfields, and 
other war undertakings. Conditions were bad and the food 
was even worse than in the camp; in addition, there was the 
danger from bombing. When I was strong enough to work 
again, I did my utmost to evade being put into one of these 
gangs, and through the good offices of Polish prisoners with 
whom I was friendly I managed to get myself attached to 
their “Forestry Gang.” The leader of this gang was Mother 
Liberak, a good-hearted and motherly soul to whom quite a 
number of the Polish “guinea-pigs” owed their lives. The S.S. 
Overseer was a nineteen-year-old, good-natured and rather 
simple girl from Ulm named Eugenie. Excellent relations 
existed between her and her Polis]^’ charges. Letter-smuggling 
was an understood thing, and although it was strictly forbidden 
Mother Liberak would take “gtdnea-pigs” out with us into 
the woods every day, provided they could walk there and 
back without attracting attention. When we arrived at our 
place of work, they could sit or lie down all day. 

We had to pass the S.S. quarters and go down the road in 
the direction of Fuerstenberg until we came to the woods, 
and Mother Liberak had to slow down our pace again and 
again in order that the “guinea-pigs” could keep up. The first 
time I accompanied the gang it was a misty morning, and the 
trees, the moss underfoot and the brown leaves of the under- 
growth were covered with hoar frost. I had quite forgotten 
how invigorating it is to walk through woods with the soft, 
mossy groimd underneath and twigs cracking imderfoot. 
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And the autumnal smells! They were indescribably lovely. 
When we came to the hut the gang had built of branches and 
leaves, a jay flew up suddenly in front of us, chattering 
indignantly. The axes and other tools were kept in this hut 
to save the trouble of carrying them backwards and forwards. 
Eugenie was on such good terms with her Poles that* she 
confidently accepted their word that no one would try to 
escape, and she tvould often retire into this hut with her dog 
and go to»§leep, leaving us to our own devices. 

The fore^r would come along with his dog, exchange 
friendly greetings with the prisoners, most of whom he knew 
by this time, and show Mother Liberak the trees which were 
to be felled. Then the two-handled saws would get to work — 
but not too zealously. The work was hard, of course, but there 
was no one to drive us and we didn’t over-exert ourselves. 
Towards midday the forester would suggest that the time had 
come to burn the brushwood. We all knew what that meant. 
Some of the prisoners would go off to fetch potatoes and the 
others would prepare the fire. The branches hissed and 
smoked and soon there was a glowing heap of ashes into which 
we inserted whole potatoes. When they were done we all sat 
down and ate them. The life with the Forestry Gang was a 
real joy, and whilst I was with it my health improved tremen- 
dously. The whole thing was possible only because of the good 
relations which existed between the S.S. Overseer Eugenie 
and her Poles, and because of the humanity of our forester. 

Unfortunately for me — or so it seemed at the time — I was 
transferred after a while to^ the garment workshop. I had not 
been expelled from my woodland paradise for long when 
it suffered the final fate of all good things in concentration 
camp. Ramdor and his spies found out about the idyllic 
conditions which existed in the Forestry Gang, and all its 
members were arrested, together with the S.S. Supervisor 
Eugenie, and put into the Bunkers. The prisoners were later 
let out of the Bunkers and kept in the Punishment Block, but 
Eugenie stayed behind and in April, 1945, she was stiU there. 

I saw her once after that. Towards the end of May, 1945, 
when I was one of a stream of fugitives making their way 
towards Hanover — I was hoping to get through to Bavaria 
and find my mother — I heard a shout from the side of the road: 
''Crete!’’ It was Eugenie squatting there attending to her 
blistered feet. To my astonishment and horror, she was still 
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wearing her uniform. “You remember me, Grete, don’t you? 
You know, from the Forestry Gang.” 

“Of comrse I do,” I replied. “There weren’t so many decent 
S.S. overseers that a prisoner would be likely to forget one. 
But what are you doing here — and in that rig-out?” 

“They only let me out just before the camp broke up,” 
she explained. “I’m trying to get to Ulm, but if I get there 
I suppose I’ll be arrested. I couldn’t get hoM of anything else 
to wear.” yii- 

I gave her a number of addresses and told<iiCT she could 
quote me as a witness that she had been a white raven, and 
pressed on. 

My transfer to the garment workshop came about by an 
imexpected accident. In Mother Liberak’s gang, you could 
take the day off occasionally, and when my turn came round 
I stayed in the camp with Milena. We were strolling along 
talking about towns and trees and such things when Milena 
suddenly began to talk about her little daughter, Honza — 
that is to say, she had been small four years before when she 
had been brought to see Milena in prison in Prague. But 
life went on outside and the children grew up while their 
mothers stayed in prison and concentration camp. 

“They grow up into girls and young women,” said Milena, 
“and naturally they almost forget their mothers. And their 
letters get so formal. You hear that they’re learning to play 
the piano and getting on very nicely, and that they’re doing 
very well at school, and things like that. But I wish she would 
sometimes tell me what sort of a/dress she has and whether 
she’s started wearing silk stockings yet.” And she sighed. 

When we came to the end of the camp street and were 
jiist going to turn round and go back who should come round 
the comer face to face with us but the S.S. Labour Organizer 
Dittmann. He spotted me at once. 

“What are you doing in camp during working hours?” he 
bellowed. Unfortunately, he knew me only too well. He had 
a permanent lump on one side of his face, which was now 
red with fury. 

“I’m sick and on ‘inside work,’ Herr Labour Organizer,” 
was the only lie I could think up on the spur of the moment. 
Fortunately, Milena wore her yellow armlet which showed 
that she was entitled to be in the camp and he made no 
attempt to browbeat her. 
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**You weren’t long enough in the Bunkers,” he said. 
‘Terhaps you’d like another dose? Report to me to-morrow, 
otherwise there’ll be trouble.” And with that he stamped on 
his way. There was nothing for it, so the next morning I 
reported to his office. He had me in to see him personally, 
threatened me with a “report” and told me that I was b6ing 
transferred as a punishment to Workshop 1 . “Report to 
Oberscharfuehrei* Graf,” he said. “I’ll telephone him and let 
him knowKS^ou’re coming.” 

Workshop Rwas a large well-built factory with big^ivindows 
and modern lighting. Over 400 women worked there on 
electric sewing machines making S.S. uniforms. There were 
three such workshops, a cutting-room, a weaving room, a 
furrier’s workshop, a repair shop for damaged uniforms and 
a repair workshop for machinery. No less than 3,000 prisoners 
worked in this factory. There were also buildings where 
stocks and other requirements were kept. The whole complex 
was separated from the camp by a wall. Up to the end of 
1943 the prisoners who worked there still lived in the camp, 
but afterwards the S.S. began to have buildings erected for 
them next to their work, thus saving quite an amount of time 
otherwise wasted in roll-calls and so on. 

There was such a noise of machinery in the great hall 
that you could hardly hear yourself speak at first. Hundreds 
of machines were going at once and the place shook. Moving 
bands carried the work along from prisoner to prisoner, and 
the women had to work ceaselessly to keep up. The cutting- 
room delivered the partsj^ which were then assembled on 
special tables and laid out on the moving bands. One prisoner 
sewed a back seam, the next a front seam, the next sewed in 
one arm, the next the other, the next the collar, and so on 
down the line until the finished jacket was handed over to 
the controller, an S.S. man, to be examined for faults. 

Each line of workers had their fixed quota, and if this was 
not achieved there were blows, punishments and “reports.” 
The prisoner forewomen scolded, the S.S. Overseer bullied 
and the S.S. Inspector hit out whenever he felt inclined. When 
I sat down at my machine and heard the dreaded word 
“quota,” I was reminded of Birma, where the prisoners also 
lived in fear of not being able to perform the amount of work 
fixed for them. In Siberia the camp authorities forced the 
prisoners to do their utmost to fulfil the labour quotas by 



cutting down their rations if they didn’t; here in Ravensbrueck 
the same effect was achieved by blows, punishments and 
“reports,” followed by still more severe punishments. 

I had never used a machine before and although my first 
job was comparatively simple, the machine “ran away with 
me,” and I could not fulfil my quota. The thread was con- 
stantly breaking and the needles too. What I should have 
had to suffer if I had been an unknown newcomer! Beaten 
by the S.S. man, had my ears boxed by the Ovejjeer, been 
bullied by the forewomen. But an old “Rayensbruecker” 
finds friends everywhere. A Czech forewoman named Nelly 
observed my difficulties and she covertly sewed a pile of the 
bands I was supposed to be doing and put them on my pile, 
and I Weis saved. And little brown-eyed Anicka from the 
repair workshop, whose job it was to go from machine to 
machine doing running repairs and making any necessary 
adjustments, quickly replaced my broken needles so that I 
did not have to ask the Overseer every time and probably 
get my ears boxed for asking too often. 

We worked in two shifts of ten hours each, which were 
later extended to eleven hours. At nights the windows were 
tightly closed and curtained for fear of bombing attacks. 
After a few hours the air was so thick with fluff that it was 
almost impossible to breathe. Bent over their machines, the 
women worked desperately to fulfil their quotas. They dared 
not look up or stop for a moment. Next to me was a yotmg 
Ukrainian girl. I noticed that her lips moved all the time 
she was working sind I realized that she was singing. I smiled 
at her and she smiled back, and I had another friend in 
Ravembrueck. 

The terror of our workshop was the S.S. Unterscharfuehrer 
Binder. The night shift was usually the time when he went 
on the rampage. Suddenly even above the noise of the machin- 
ery his brutal bellowing would sound, causing all the women 
to stop their work for a moment in fright and look up. Binder 
had found another victim: some poor wretch who was not 
working fast enough, or who had sewn a crooked seam, or 
perhaps just someone he hated. His cheeks would puff out 
and his face go pinple from the shriddng, and then, with a 
maniacal look on his face, he would seize his victim, bang her 
head against the machine, drag her off her seat and punch 
her un^ blood poured from her nose. The man was a sadist; 
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he had to see blood every night. Then he would let his victim 
fall in a heap to the floor and stand over her gloating. There 
was a wiry little Frenchwoman who was his particular enemy. 
No matter how he maltreated her, she never ceased to pour 
out a stream of vituperation in French. It made her the pride 
and admiration of the whole workshop, and it stung Binder 
into frenzies of impotent fury. 

At midnight there was half an hour’s pause during which 
each pri&fi^er received a mug of coffee substitute and ate the 
bread she had brought with her — unless, as often hjippened, 
the whole shift was made to work through the pause as a 
punishment. Many of the women had to work through without 
a bite, for they had already eaten up their bread ration during 
the day. The Ukrainian girl next to me never had anything to 
eat and I shared my bread with her. When we did not spend 
the rest of the pause sleeping with our heads on our machines 
we would talk. Her name was Nina, and her father had been 
a teacher in a small town in the Ukraine. It was easy to see 
that she had loved him dearly. Obviously he had been a man 
of some education and culture, and he had taught his daughter 
very much of Russian literature, particularly the poems of 
Pushkin, which she could recite by heart. She was delighted 
to find that I could speak Russian and she taught me many 
Russian folksongs. When I had mastered a new one and sang 
it to her, it gave her a childlike pleasure, and then we would 
sing it together in the rattle of the machinery. Her father 
had been taken away by the G.P.U. in 1937, leaving her 
mother to bring her up, together with two younger sisters. 
When the war came and the Germans broke into the Ukraine, 
hunger had driven Nina to take work in an Army canteen. 
In ignorance of what she was doing, she let herself be recruited, 
together with many other Ukrainians, for work in the Reich. 
She was put in a munitions factory in Germany, where she 
was so unhappy that she tried to make her escape and return 
to the Ukraine. She was caught and sent to Ravensbrueck. 

Nowhere did the many air-raid warnings cause such pleasure 
as in the workshops at Ravensbrueck. When the warning came 
through and the lights were extinguished, every prisoner 
looked for somewhere to go to sleep. Usually Anicka, her 
tool-box under her arm, would seize me by the hand and 
drag me in the dark into the store-room, where the S.S. 
uniforms were piled up. They searved us as beds. Whilst the 
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Allied bombers roared overhead and made the windows of 
the factory rattle, we were usually fast asleep, and there we 
stayed until the “All Clear” brought us back to the hated 
machines again. The more often there were raids, and the 
longer they lasted, the more brutal became the regime in the 
workshop. Binder’s example was followed by others. There 
was hardly a moving band at which the Overseer and the 
forewomen did not beat the prisoners, and S.S. Overseer 
Lange, a tall, raw-boned woman with unnatx^Uy large 
hands apd feet, followed the example of her jpale colleagues 
with particular brutality. But even here there was one excep- 
tion, an S.S. man named Seipl who came from Hungary. 
He was a big, angular man with dark, sad-looking eyes. The 
women under him were never struck. He did not even shout 
at them, and he could be seen going from machine to machine, 
bending over, giving advice, and sometimes taking the 
woman’s place to show her how it had to be done. 

Naturally, the women loved him, but the longer he was 
there the more clearly he demonstrated how unsuited he was 
to be an overseer in an S.S. slave shop, and no doubt his 
superiors — and in particular Binder — did not fail to notice it. 
In the end he was sent to the front. It was a sad day for the 
women and they went around with downcast looks. About a 
fortnight later he came into the workshop for some reason or 
the other. Immediately, the women spotted him; the machines 
stopped and there was a sudden demonstration of joy. But 
their hope that he had come back to work was without 
foundation. He smiled and shook his head. Probably he had 
just come in to fetch some paper ojr the other, before going off. 
It was a demonstration to his humanity which must have 
consoled him and made him proud. 

The man responsible for Workshops I, II and III was S.S. 
Oberscharfuehrer Graf, the man with whom Dittmann had 
threatened me. He was more intelligent than men like Binder 
and the others, but no less of a brute. He never beat a prisoner 
in public, but in his office he was like a savage, beating up 
women with the buckle of his belt and hurling them against 
the wall. In order to forestall “sabotage,” the women in the 
workshops were chosen from all nationalities and all categories, 
and Germans, Czechs, Poles, Politicals, criminals and Asocials 
all worked together. In addition, the control was so strict 
that not a badly sewn seam could get by, and for stealing a 
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small piece of stuff there was a beating followed by a ^ Report” 
and still further punishment. One of Lange’s chief pleasures 
was searching the women when work was over. 

Many of the slaves worked willingly. I am not referring only 
to the criminal types, whose lick-spittle attitude to the S.S. 
was notorious. There were Communists who put their hearts 
and souls into the work — ^for instance, Maria Wiedmeier. 
She had occupied a prominent position in the Communist 
Party ai^ had been almost ten years in prison and concentra- 
tion camp, and yet she worked for the S.S. with ^uch zeal 
and conscientiousness that one might have thought she was 
“building up Socialism.” In fact, Graf was once heard to 
remark: “Wiedmeier — now, that’s one for you! I don’t know 
what I’d do without her.” She had a responsible position in 
the workshop, being in charge of distributing the material to 
the sempstresses. Another one who worked with zeal and 
devotion as though for a noble cause was Olga Koerner, a 
handsome, middle-aged woman with white hair, who had 
been a member of the Communist Party for many years 
before her arrest. She lived for her work and talked about 
nothing else. 

One of the best workers in the shop was a young Ukrainian 
named Rema In the summer of 1944 the S.S. introduced 
“food bonuses” for good work in order to give the prisoners 
an incentive. By that time I was already working in the ofEce. 
This Rema was extraordinarily adept at her work and she 
could do almost twice as much as the other machinists with 
ease. One day Graf ordered me to take her a package of food 
as a reward for her work. Incidentally, this food was stolen 
from the International Red Cross Parcels sent into the camp. 
When I handed over the package to Rema, I spoke to her in 
Russian. 

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself working so hard for 
the S.S. And what’s more, you’ll make things worse for the 
others. They’ll be expected to do it as well.” 

But she smiled up at me shamelessly: “I’m a very good 
worker,” she said proudly. “It’s only right that I should get 
something extra, isn’t it?” 

My work at the machine was ended by Maria Wiedmeier, 
who suggested to Graf that I should be placed in charge of 
the distribution of thread and buttons. Why she favoured me 
in this fashion I never understood, but there it was. Graf was 
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very favourably disposed towards her on account of her 
industry and efficiency, and he usually followed her suggestions. 
He did so on this occasion and I was emancipated from the 
slavery at the machine. Maria Wiedmeier was firmly convinced 
that after the war the Communist Party would seize power in 
Gerhaany, and she always told the Russians and Ukrainians 
of her group to write to her after the war ‘^c/o The Communist 
Party of Germany.' ’ But as an old and experi&xced Communist 
she was well aware that Communist policy couldT change, 
and did ,change, from one moment to the next, with direful 
results for those who had just previously been on top. Perhaps 
she thought it not impossible that in the event of a Communist 
seizure of power Heinz Neumann's star might rise again. 
Stranger things than that have happened. She knew my 
relation to him, and therefore perhaps her consideration to me 
was a sort of long-term insurance policy. 

After the terrors of the electric sewing machine and the 
constant fear of lagging behind the quota, the work of handing 
out materials was child’s play. Women came from all the 
moving bands to ask for thread, etc. Amongst the hundreds 
of women I already knew quite a number. One day a young 
girl came. She was dressed in a camp outfit which was too 
big for her and was held together in the middle with a piece 
of string instead of a belt. Her face was grey and her dark hair 
was covered with fluff from the camouflage stuff on which 
she was working. She had the brown, friendly eyes of a child, 
and I liked her at once. When I had an opportunity, I spoke 
to her. It was the beginning of my friendship with the Nor- 
wegian prisoner, Lille. Shortly after our first talk, all Norwegian 
prisoners received coloured aprons from the Norwegian Red 
Cross and Lille appeared with one of these aprons. It was the 
envy of the workshop. However, it violated the first principle 
of all prison life: never, never attract attention. She was caught 
in some harmless offence against the rules, lost her job of 
material-fetcher for her moving band and was set to a machine 
as punishment. She had to sew in sleeves and was in constant 
danger of lagging behind her quota. 

The winter of 1943-4 was probably the worst period of all 
in Ravensbrueck- We got news of the situation at the front 
from time to time, and we knew that Hitler's star was on the 
wane* That cheered us up and gave us hope, but the fact was 
that many prisoners were rapidly coming to the very end of their 
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strength. If they were to be saved it was a matter of weeks, 
not months, or perhaps a year. But there was nothing we 
could do. We had to wait helplessly, hoping against hope, and 
seeing every new day claim hundreds of victims. Merely 
standing for hours at the roll-calls was an agony in the cold, 
and scores of women suffered from frost-bite. The doctors 
were unable to keep pace with the innumerable amputation 
cases, and many^women died of gangrene. 

In the^beginning a carter named Wendland used to come 
from FuerstenJberg and take the dead away, each in ^ separate 
coffin and wrapped in a paper shroud with frills at the end, 
something like a frill round a ham-bone. As time went on, 
more and more prisoners died, and Wendland’s business 
prospered greatly and he bought himself a lorry. But when 
the crematorium was built the S.S. took charge of the disposal 
of the dead. By this time prisoners were so thin that two 
corpses could be got into one coffin easily; they were only fiat 
boxes of rough, unplaned wood. At first ionv prisoners would 
carry the coffin to the crematorium, but later they were 
provided with a cart, and dealt with up to fifty corpses a day. 
They would load perhaps half a dozen boxes into the cart 
and then trundle it off to the crematorium. That was a 
prisoner’s ‘ 'funeral.” 

It was in this terrible winter that Milena’s health took a 
very serious turn. Her powers of resistance were broken and 
her will to live exhausted. She began to speak more and 
more of death. 'T shan’t survive this camp,” she would say. 
'T know it. I shall never see Prague again. If only Herr 
Wendland had come for me! He always looked so friendly in 
his duffle coat.” 

It was with a great effort that she dragged herself to work 
every day as usual, and the fear of injections and the Sick 
Transports kept her going. She always had a temperature, 
and the new S.S. doctor examined her and declared that one 
kidney was diseased. At his urgent advice, she agreed on an 
operation. She still wanted to live, as all human beings want 
to live, and particularly as a prisoner wants to live to get back 
one day to freedom and her loved ones. For Milena it was 
primarily her daughter and her far-off home in Prague. She 
survived the actual operation, and for a while she even seemed 
to get better. She was firmly convinced that she would recover, 
and even I began to do more than just hope, but the recovery 
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was very slow — too slow — and then it stopped altogether. 
For three months my camp life consisted chiefly of the quarter 
of an hour I spent at her bedside in the morning before the 
roll-call. 

She was in a room with five others, all hopeless cases. 
Natfirally, it was strictly prohibited for me to go there, but 
my luck held and it was only on the day Milena died that 
the S.S. Matron caught me, and then it dMn’t matter any 
longer. She died on May 17th, 1944, and she believed up to 
the last that she was going to recover. Something precious had 
gone out of my life with Milena and I felt very near despair. 
Life seemed to have no further point. When they came to 
take her body away, I asked permission to go with it to the 
crematorium. That last little piety was some small consolation 
It was a typical spring morning and a warm rain was falling 
when two prisoners lifted the coffin on to the cart. Somewhere 
in the rushes of Fuerstenberg Lake a bird was singing a 
melancholy little song. Perhaps the guard at the gate thought 
it was the rain that trickled down my cheeks. 

In June we heard the news of the successful invasion of the 
Continent by British and American troops. We were oveqoyed, 
but my joy was tempered by the fact that I had no one near 
with whom to share it. If Milena had been alive to experience 
it! It was the first real harbinger of freedom. But freedom for 
me had been bound up with Milena for so long that now 
I regarded it almost disconsolately. My days were sad and I 
wept into my pillow at night. For so many years all our 
desires had been in common and our plans for the future 
made together. Lotte Henschel, Maria Graf, the little Nor- 
wegian Lille and the Czech Anicka shared my sadness, and it 
brought us closer together. 

During the time I was ill I had managed to send my first 
illegal and uncensored letter to my mother. A Polish girl 
smuggled it out for me and it arrived safely. Although I did 
not directly express my despair, the greater freedom of expres- 
sion must have permitted my mother to realize it. She discussed 
the situation with my brother-in-law, Bernard, and he sug- 
gested that from then on he should write the monthly letter 
and send off my parcel. Bernard was a doctor and he had 
been both in prison and concentration camp after 1933, so 
that he knew how to write to prisoners. His letters to me 
were a deep source of consolation. They gave me back my 
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courage and my determination to survive, and I read them 
to many of my companions. We had not seen each other for 
over ten years, but he wrote as though it had been only yester- 
day. In his first letter announcing the despatch of a parcel 
there was a sentence: “Be careful with the box; they’re difficult 
to get.” That obviously had a meaning. 

A big parcel arrived with food and sweets. It was beautifully 
packed like a Chftistmas parcel, the various items wrapped up 
separateljr and tied with ribbon On a slab of chocolate he 
had scratchedi “All the best. Bernard.” We were lik^ children 
on Christmas morning when we opened it. Little things — 
childish things, perhaps — but very important to anyone in 
our position. And when we had taken everything out we 
turned our attention to the cardboard box itself. Sure enough, 
it contained another surprise. Carefully concealed in the 
sides were three coloured reproductions: two of Van Gogh, 
the famous “Three Ships on the Strand” and “Sunflowers,” 
and one of Renoir, “The Country House.” The first works 
of art in our concentration camp. Those three pictures gave us 
a tremendous amount of pleasure. They spoke of another 
world and another life, and they fortified our belief that one 
day we should be free to enjoy all the things they symbolized. 

Bernard was an absolute master in the art of illegal communi- 
cation. Despite the strict censorship, he played never-ending 
variations on the theme, “When will the war be over?” and 
our hopes for a speedy ending were greatly encouraged by 
what he said. One day he sent me a box with twelve eggs. 
On each egg there was |.n artistically executed miniature: 
flowers, birds, rabbits, kids and so on. The supervisor at the 
parcel oflScc was nonplussed, and because such a thing was 
beyond her ken she was suspicious, though she didn’t quite 
know why. At first she refused to hand over the precious eggs, 
and it took me all my powers of persuasion to make her 
change her mind. In the end she submitted with very bad 
grace. I rushed off with the eggs and we squatted together on 
the ground studying them all very carefully. Most of them 
seemed quite innocent, but there was one which we finally 
decided was the message. It represented the legend of Perseus 
and Andromeda. There was the monster writhing round the 
egg. On its tail was a minute, hardly visible Hakmkreuz. 
Andromeda stood hopefiiUy chained to a rock, whilst Perseus, 
in German Army uniform, complete with steel helmet, thrust 
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his sword deep into the neck of the dragon. Finally, we dis- 
covered worked into Andromeda the word ‘‘^You” and into 
Perseus the word “Us,” and we were convinced that before 
long the Army was to strike a blow against the Nazi power. 

In a further parcel, which also contained a number of these 
miniature sketches, all of them apparently quite innocent, 
we at last found the more detailed message we had been 
hoping for. It was hidden in a package of" “V for Victory 
Drops.” Even that message was guarded, but its pui^ort was 
clear. It informed us that a concert was going rto be held in 
Bernard’s unit at which, not a solo or a quartet, but a full 
orchestral work was to be performed. We discussed this message 
from every possible angle and came to the conclusion that the 
Army was preparing to overthrow Hitler and bring the war 
to an end, particularly as in his ordinary letter Bernard 
informed me that my sister was soon going to have a baby — a 
piece of information which was possible, but very unlikely. 
We were tremendously excited and we lived from day to day 
with our hopes and expectations excruciatingly strained. 

The world knows what happened. The venture failed. The 
next monthly letter which arrived after the unsuccessful 
attempt on Hitler’s life was written on black-edged note-paper 
and informed me that unfortunately the child had died at 
birth. It was a great disappointment, but my brother-in-law 
still managed to find consoling words for us, and his letters 
did much to help us get through the difficult months up to 
January, 1945, when all postal communication with the 
outside world ceased. 

The misery and overcrowding in the camp reached its 
worst pitch with the arrival of hundreds of women who had 
been evacuated from Warsaw. At the invitation of the German 
occupation authorities, these women had placed themselves 
“in German care.” They were promised safe accommodation 
and care in the Reich, and, relying on this, they had packed 
everything of value they possessed which was portable and 
left their homes. They found the safe accommodation and 
care in Ravensbrueck Concentration Camp. They arrived 
with cases and boxes containing all their worldly possessions, 
and they stood around in the camp in hundreds, well dressed 
and warmly clothed, many of them in fur coats, looking at us 
in horror and dismay. Some of them had even brought their 
pet dogs with them, and one woman had a canary in a cage. 



We were strictly forbidden to go anywhere near them, but 
as soon as the first of them had passed through the Political 
Department, they realized what was happening. They were 
all registered in the same way as ordinary prisoners and 
called on to hand over their valuables “for safe keeping,” 
In the wash-rooms they had to strip and the S.S. took away 
all their clothes and gave them the pitifiil rig-out of ordinary 
prisoners. Then Jliey were taken off to the Reception Block. 
When the hundreds who were still waiting saw what had 
happened, they hastily took off rings and ornaments and 
tried to bury ^em in the ground, and tore up their papers and 
private letters in order that the S.S. should not get hold of them. 

These evacuated women, and, in general, aU those who fell 
unexpectedly into the hands of the S.S. in Ravensbrueck, 
had the highest death-rate of all. Their fate had been so 
unexpected and had come so suddenly that they were psycho- 
logically unprepared for it. Many of them did not survive the 
first few months. In addition, the conditions they were suddenly 
pitch-forked into were worse than any we had previously 
had to cope with. The camp was in a sorry state. The windows 
of the huts were mostly broken. Instead of the straw sacks 
which we had had to “build” so carefully, there were now 
dirty and lousy paper sacks with a few shavings inside for them 
to lie on, no mattress covers, no sheets and only a thin blanket 
for each woman. In order to get more women into a hut, all 
the bunks were pushed together so that a three-tiered mass 
sleeping stage was formed, something like we had been used 
to in Birma. 

The social differences ifl the camp were never so glaring 
as during the last year of its existence. Crowds of children 
hung around the blocks of the better-off prisoners begging for 
food, whilst ragged, half-starving figures rummaged in the 
waste-bins for scraps of food. Other prisoners were well 
dressed and well fed, according to their iiiuence in the camp. 
There was one woman who might have been strolling along 
the streets of the West End as she took the greyhound of the 
S.S. Camp Leader out for exercise. The huts in the low-lying 
part of the camp were permanently surrounded by sewage 
overflow, but elsewhere the S.S. was still laying out new flower 
beds and lawns, and planting decorative trees. 

The “industrial complex” outside the camp proper had 
built its own accommodation for its workers, and Lotte 
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Henschel, Maria Graf and I had to leave the camp and take 
up our quarters there. In comparison with the old huts, these 
new ones were gloomy and cramped. For the sake of economy, 
they had no day-rooms, no washing accommodation and no 
proper ^'beds.” The prisoners were packed into four huts, 
andr for the 4,000 of them there was one common wash-room, 
with lavatories around it. Before long, owing to overcrowding 
and a general administrative breakdown, ^he water supply 
failed in the lavatories and the thousands of womep had to 
attend to their needs in the open. The primitive latrine 
trenches which were dug quickly became intolerable. Things 
were declining to a Siberian level, and by the end of 1944 
there was not a great deal of difference left between Ravens- 
brueck and Karaganda. 

Lille, Anicka and I were quartered in the second tier of the 
mass bunks. At least we were quite near the window. We could 
not sit upright, and we had to crouch down all the time, 
and there we sat, ate, chatted and slept. We three formed a 
little family, sharing everything we had, and in the evenings 
and on Sundays we received our visitors. There were Margareta 
and Brigit, the Norwegians, Lotte and Maria, the Germans, 
Inka, the Czech, and Curie and Danielle, the French girls. 
All in all, it was a great mixture of nationalities and a babel 
of tongues. 

One day I was again promoted; why, I don’t know; and I 
don’t think Maria Wiedmeier had anything to do with it 
this time. From handing out thread, buttons and so on, I 
came into the office. Together with a Dutch prisoner named 
Use Heckster, I had to look after a '’card file of all the prisoners 
working in the tailoring shops. Those who were sick and had 
‘‘inside work” or “bed-cards” were reported to us and we 
had to place their cards in a special file. It was an easy job, 
but, as it soon turned out, it had its dangers, and I nearly 
ended up in the Bunkers again. I knew from experience the 
agonies of working at the machine, and the constant fear of 
lagging behind. We were now all working an eleven-hour day, 
and in consequence the number of prisoners who were “legally” 
sick steadily increased. But to go sick “legally” you had to 
have a temperature, so when women came to me and begged 
and prayed to be put in amongst the sick I did so, until after 
a while I had about a score or so of such “illegal” sick cases 
registered in the file. 

^298 



This swindle went smoothly until one day S.S. Oberschar- 
fuehrer Graf told me that the S.S. Dr. Treite wanted a full 
list of all the sick cases in the workshops for control purposes. 
I broke out in a cold sweat. There was only one hope for me 
and the “illegaP’ sick casesj and that was Emmi Goerlich, 
Treite’s secretary. She was a Political, and I hoped t© be 
able to persuade her to cover us. I took the list to her, explained 
the situation and urged her to help us. She was obviously not 
keen, and all I could get out of her was a vague semi-promise: 
^T’ll see whatj can do.” However, I went away fairly^ confident 
that she would help us. She knew the conditions in the work- 
shops and she knew the trouble we should all get into if she 
let us down. But two days later she rang me up and declared 
with assumed indignation that there were twenty-five prisoners 
sick without “inside work” or “bed-cards,” and what had I 
got to say about it. I slammed the receiver down and rushed 
off to Graf in desperation. He already had the list, but had 
not yet grasped its significance. 

“Herr S.S. Oberscharfuehrer,” I burst out. “They’ve made 
a mistake in the office. I expect their files have got into 
disorder. There have been so many cases lately. Let me take 
the list and put the«.matter right.” 

He hesitated a moment: “But here’s Dr. Treite’s signature,” 
he said doubtfully. “It must be in order.” But in that moment 
he was lost, for I picked up the list and fled. I came face to 
face with Emmi Goerlich and overwhelmed her with reproaches. 
She shrugged her shoulders: “I didn’t say I would cover you,” 
she said, “and I don’t see why I should. I have to work. Let 
them work if they’re not sick.” 

I gave her a piece of my mind and then rushed off to the 
Block Seniors of the women concerned. I managed to save 
fifteen of the women whose Block Seniors were decent enough 
to come forward and declare that the women had been sick, 
but were now well again. The other ten were mercilessly 
drubbed by Graf and given a “report.” But strangely, and to 
my great relief, it didn’t occur to him that I had had any hand 
in the swindle and so I got off scot free. 

In the autumn of 1944 I suffered an attack of typical camp 
boils. This affection was very painful and in the conditions 
of camp life it quite often proved fatal. A young Czech medical 
student was in charge of the outside medical post. I knew 
she was a staunch Communist, and I put off having my 
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boils attended to until I was simply driven to go by pain 
and discomfort, because I knew that for her I was a ‘^Trotsky- 
ite” and more or less the scum of the earth. However, in the 
end I just had to go, and I stood in a long queue hoping for 
the best. The conditions under which she had to work were 
even worse than in the camp, for she had no proper room, 
and her medicaments, bandages and so on were just piled 
on to a table in one corner, whilst queues of patients formed 
up between the mass bunks. When my turn came*"she was 
friendliness itself, and I was sorry that I had not gone to her 
before. She attended to me carefully and efficiently, and I 
was very favourably impressed. My attack proved obstinate, 
and no sooner had I got rid of one boil than another came 
to take its place, which meant that I became a regular patient 
of Inka’s — such was her name. 

On one occasion she attacked me politically, half in fun. 
I don’t know what I replied, but she said she would like to 
have a chat with me and ask one or two questions. That 
evening we walked round and round together, and in reply 
to her many questions the history of the ‘Trotskyite” was 
disclosed. Despite her youth and her Communist faith, Inka 
was quite intelligent enough to be objective and to draw her 
own conclusions. In particular, she seemed to resent the 
dictatorship of the Czech Communist group in Ravensbrueck. 
The upshot was that she got into trouble with the other Czech 
Communists, but became firm friends with me. At first they 
were content to warn her, but when that had no effect they 
began to threaten her with disciphnary measures unless she 
broke off relations with me. This she refused to do. The 
great “Communist authority” in the camp was a Russian 
professor named Eugenia. Inka knew her well, of course, and 
quite early on in our acquaintance she had asked Eugenia 
what she knew about Heinz Neumann. It appeared that 
Eugenia had never even heard of him. Later on, when threats 
proved of no avail, Inka was called before Eugenia as the 
decisive Party authority and informed, to her great surprise, 
that Heinz Neumann was a crinainal who had blown up 
Russian factories in the Volga district, thereby killing many 
hundreds of Russian workers. This was laying it on a bit too 
thick, and Inka reminded Eugenia that only a month before 
she had not even known who Heinz Neumann was. 

In the meantime, my boils did not get better, and in 
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January, 1945, 1 developed blood poisoning. But for Inka's 
care and assistance, I should have died. She managed to 
secure my transfer to hospital, and there she succeeded in 
treating me with stolen Prontosil. I was on the danger list 
and not expected to recover, but thanks to Inka I did. Our 
friendship continued, despite all the efforts of the Oeech 
Communists to prevent it, and in the end they decided to 
expel her from n-the Party for maintaining friendly relations 
with ^‘the Trotskyite Crete Buber,” and to forbid the other 
Czechs from having any further communications with her. 

At the end of January, 1945, we learned that the S.S. had 
arrested our enemy, Ramdor. Perhaps the Camp Commander 
Suhren thought that Ramdor was getting to know too much 
about all the corruption in which he was involved. Whatever 
the reason, the news was received in camp with a sigh of 
relief. The man was a criminal brute with sadistic impulses, 
and his disappearance was a real blessing. But that was not 
the last I saw of Ramdor. About a month after my release 
from Ravensbrueck, I was held up in the little town of 
Boizenberg on the Elbe because civilians were not being 
allowed to cross the river. On May 19th, 1945, I was waiting 
in a queue to buy bread when I noticed a man going by with 
a shopping basket in his hand. He was in civilian clothes and 
without a hat. I saw only his back, but I knew that neck and 
that skull without an occiput. My heart beat harder; it was 
Ramdor, I was certain. Without considering the matter very 
carefully, I left my place in the queue and followed him. 
I kept my eyes open for uniformed Americans. There was 
nothing I could do on my own. If I had gone up to him, he 
would have knocked me down and fled. He went on and on 
and turned into the High Street. I was sure I should find some 
Americans there; but no, not one was to be seen. Then he 
turned to the right into a side street. By good fortune, the 
Harbourmaster’s office was in that street. It was surrounded 
with barbed wire and sandbags, and before the door stood 
an American sentry. Ramdor was just about to disappear into a 
house when I rushed up to the sentry and pointed to Ramdor. 

^‘There’s a notorious Gestapo man,” I cried, pointing^ to 
Ramdor. ^‘Arrest him. He was in my concentration camp.” 

The sentry looked at me doubtfully, but at that moment 
Ramdor, whose attention had been attracted by my shout, 
confirmed my words by taking to his heels. The sentry planted 

301 



his rifle against the wall and calling over his shoulder, ‘^Just 
a minute, lady,"’ he belted after Ramdor. Several other 
American soldiers appeared as though from nowhere, and 
they all joined in the chase. Ramdor hadn’t a chance and 
after a few minutes they came back with him. I had made no 
mistake. It was Ramdor. 

“Frau Buber,” he said pleadingly. “You’re doing me an 
injustice. I was also arrested.” 

“Yes; I know you were,” I replied. “But what for? Because 
you stole fhe food of the prisoners and because Commandant 
Suhren wanted to steal it himself without your interference. 
That’s why you were arrested.” 

The American soldiers took him to the U.S. Military 
Commandant of Boizenberg, and I accompanied them. On 
the way he tried to plead his innocence again, and I jogged 
his memory for certain little matters, including the case of the 
Polish girl, Isa Sysinska, whom he flung into the Bunkers and 
tortured until she attempted to commit suicide by cutting 
open her wrists. She was saved only by the accidental appear- 
ance of S.S. Dr. Treite, who bound her up. 

I gave sworn evidence to the Americans concerning Ramdor’s 
crimes in Ravensbrueck, and after I had been examined on 
the subject two or three times Ramdor was transferred to 
Lueneburg. Subsequently he was amongst those sentenced to 
death in Hamburg in connection with crimes committed 
against prisoners in Ravensbrueck. 

Every morning before the S.S. appeared for duty, I used 
to slip into their office. On the wall was a large-scale map 
of Europe, and on it carefully marked with little flags was the 
situation at the fronts — no longer according to the official 
reports of the German Army Command, but according to 
the enemy broadcasts, to which they secretly listened during 
their duty hours. During the day we could read on their 
faces what the news was, and as it grew worse and worse they 
were correspondingly depressed. Binder took it out of the 
prisoners by maltreating them more than ever, and Lange 
followed his example. Graf, as I have already said, was more 
intelligent, and his attitude towards us gradually changed. 
He even began to talk to us amiably. During one conversation 
with Use Heckster and me, he even admitted the possibility 
that Germany would lose the war. That was in the winter of 
1944-5. 

302 



^‘And what would happen to you then, Herr Graf?*’ asked 
Use with assumed sympathy. 

‘‘Hm. I suppose Fd be arrested and sent to Siberia. But 
perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad. Wiedmeier would have my 
job, and I’d have hers. She’d put in a good word for me. 
Well, let’s wait and see.” And he laughed in a rather hollow 
fashion. Herr Oberscharfuehrer Graf was beginning to feel 
distinctly worried. It filled us with glee. 

As the Russian advance drove deeper and deeper into 
Europe, the concentration camp at Auschwitz was evacuated 
and the women brought back farther into Germany. Several 
thousand of them arrived at Ravensbrueck, half-starved and 
exhausted by the terrible journey. They were crying desper- 
ately for water and none was given to them. The kitchen 
prisoners asked permission to give them coffee substitute, 
and this was allowed, but when the great tub of hot liquid 
was wheeled out to them hundreds of women fought madly 
to get at it first. They kicked, punched and clawed each other, 
and in the scrimmage much of the coffee was upset on the 
ground. It was only after ‘‘camp police” and S.S. overseers 
had clubbed right and left that some sort of order was restored 
and it became possible to distribute what remained of the 
coffee. 

The Auschwitz prisoners were a very different type — or 
perhaps it is more correct to say that they had been made 
into a very different type by conditions in the extermination 
camp. Only the toughest had any chance of survival there, 
and the one aim of all the prisoners was to remain alive. 
They were brutal both in appearance and manners. In the 
first period of their invasion, it was possible to recognize a 
prisoner from Auschwitz at a glance. 

They had not been in the camp long when a rumour went 
round that, in order to lessen the pressure, all old and unfit 
prisoners were to be sent to another camp in Mittweida for 
light work. The prisoners of one block after the other were 
paraded and an alleged doctor named Winkelmann, who was 
said by the Auschwitz prisoners to have chosen those to go 
to the gas chambers, walked up and down the ranks indicating 
by a jerk of the thumb who was to go to Mittweida. The old 
and unfit were taken away in lorries. A little while later new 
Block Seniors were chosen from amongst the “old” Politicals 
to go to the Youth Gamp Uckermark, which lay a litde 
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distance away beyond the workshops, and where youthful 
offenders had once been held. When they arrived, they found 
the old and unfit prisoners who had been taken from Ravens- 
brueck. We thought Ravensbrueck was just about as bad as 
a camp could be, but from what they said the conditions 
und6r which these poor, old and sick creatures now vegetated 
were even worse: roll-calls which lasted even longer than at 
Ravensbrueck, less food and even worse food, no warm 
clothing and no medical attention. Naturally, they were 
dying like^flies. 

In 1944 a second crematorium was built on the other side 
of the Bunkers, and the black, stinking smoke which belched 
out of the two chimneys became one of the ordinary features 
of the Ravensbrueck scene. The prisoners were on familiar 
terms with the idea of death, and it played a big role in their 
witticisms. “There goes poor So-and-so"’ was a constant joke 
when there was a sudden big belch of smoke, and the overseers 
and S.S. men were fond of telling us that the only way we 
should ever leave Ravensbrueck would be “up the chimney.” 

A few days after the departure of the old and unfit prisoners, 
Anicka came to me excitedly and called me out to look at 
something. Behind the Bunkers the sky was aglow. The 
crematoria must have been working at full blast. 

“We haven’t had so many extra dead during the past few 
days, have we?” I asked. She shook her head. “Perhaps 
there’s a new epidemic of typhus.” We had a terrible suspicion, 
but it was not until we managed to speak with one of the new 
Block Seniors that it was confirmed. About forty women had 
been picked out by Winkelmann, and S.S. overseers had 
written their camp numbers on their bare arms with indelible 
pencil. When lorries came to take them away, the women 
already suspected what was to happen to them and they 
screamed and struggled and refused to go. A company of 
S.S. men had been necessary to force them in by violence. 
Then the lorries had driven off to the crematoria. I don’t 
know to this day whether there was a gas chamber in Ravens- 
brueck or whether the women had been despatched in the 
mobile gas chambers which were available for such purposes. 

During one of these transports a forty-year-old Polish 
woman managed to escape unnoticed in the dusk. She hid her- 
self, but she was found the next day by an S.S. man and brought 
into Ravensbrueck. Under pressure, she admitted that she 
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had come from Uckermark, and she was then taken off to 
the Bunkers to be held there until the next transport was 
ready. On the way she shrieked: ‘'We’re not being taken to 
Mittweida. We’re being sent to the gas-chamber.” 

In the winter of 1944-5 glow at nights was ^most 
always there. Every woman of fifty, every woman with grey 
hair, every woman who had been ill— particularly those who 
had survived typhus, but were now such skeletons that they 
were not fit for work — trembled when Dr. Winkelmann came 
around. It Wks said that he just took a glance at fade and hair 
and passed his verdict of life or death on that. Women with 
grey or white hair began to dye it as well as they could. They 
made a paste with water and soot from the ovens and dark- 
ened their hair with it. But the next rumour was that Winkel- 
mann judged solely by the legs. A woman with thin, bony 
legs or with thick ankles and swollen legs was lost. There 
was nothing anyone could do about that. The only salvation 
open was to get into one of the workshops or one of the labour 
gangs, because he chose his victims from those who were 
left behind as unfit for work. 

One morning the “camp police” cleared the grounds. 
Everyone left behind had to disappear into the huts. I knew 
nothing of this, because I was working in the office of the 
garment factory. For some reason or the other, I had to go 
into the camp. When I came out into the open the place was 
bare as though the air-raid warning had sounded. I looked 
round in surprise, and then I saw a column of women coming 
up the main street of the camp towards the gates. Innocentiy, 
I stood there and watched the strange procession. The women 
were in column of five and they were holding each other’s 
arms. Two S.S. overseers lashed at them with leather thongs 
from time to time to urge them on, but they still advanced 
at their own pace. Their faces were expressionless. It was 
almost as though they were sleep-walking. I gazed in fascina- 
tion at this procession of the dead. One of the S.S. overseers 
spotted me and began to bellow at me. 

“Get out of it!” she shrieked. “Get out of it! It’ll be your 
turn soon enough. Get out of it now unless you want to join 
them.” 

I needed no second telling, and I bolted into a nearby 
hut. When I returned to the office, Oberscharfuehrer Graf 
was there. 
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‘‘Did you see that column they were taking to be gassed?’’ 
I asked. “I saw it by accident when I went out^ and one of 
the overseers threatened to send me with the next column.” 

At first he pretended not to understand. Then he burst out 
angrllj: “Oh, she did, did she? Well, FU have a word to say 
about it before they send any of my prisoners to be gassed. 
What I say goes here.” And he went out and slammed the 
door. 

In the last year at Ravensbrueck many children were born. 
There wa^ an efficient midwife in the Sick Baf^, and when 
the maternity cases became more and more numerous the 
S.S. even set up a special maternity ward. The idea that 
the babies were to be allowed to live delighted us all, but the 
S.S. made no provision for milk, and as the mothers were 
too under-nourished to be able to feed their infants, the 
babies were fed on pap made from dried vegetables. Hardly 
one of them lived more than a month or so. There they lay 
in rows, crying with hunger and colic, their tiny, wizened faces 
all wrinkled up. A Czech girl named Eliska, who was very 
fond of children, had volunteered to help, but after a few 
weeks she declared that she would have to get out of it if she 
were to rescue her sanity, because all she had to do was to 
stand impotently and watch them starve to death and then 
carry out their little corpses, sometimes five or six a day. 

On Sundays we would often go back into the “old” camp 
visiting, particularly to our two French friends. Curie and 
Danielle. The French Block was terribly overcrowded, and it 
was difficult to force a way through the door. Anicka and I 
used therefore to climb through the back window straight up 
on to the top layer of the bunks, where the two had their 
straw sack. TTiere we would crouch and talk. Curie, whose 
Christian name was Germaine, would often tell us about the 
time when she had been on an expedition to the nomad tribes 
of North Africa. She was an ethnologist. Both Curie and 
Danielle were so-called “N.N.” prisoners. No one in the camp 
knew what it meant, but it was obviously something disagree- 
able, for they were not allowed to write letters or to receive 
parcels or letters. Later we learned that it was a special 
Gestapo category. Curie had her old mother in Ravensbrueck. 
The mother was tougher and healthier than the daughter, 
but on account of her age she was in constant danger. 

One day at the beginning of 1945 it was rumoured that 
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all “N N.“ prisoners and Jewesses and gipsies with children 
were to be sent to Mauthausen. There was no doubt in our 
minds as to what that meant — the gas chambers. Curie and 
Danielle had to be rescued. The transport went off, and both 
the girls succeeded in evading it by hiding themselves. However, 
so many others did the same that there was a great dSnger 
that the S.S. woiild organize a systematic round-up of the 
missing prisoners. 

One TSunday towards the end of January, I was already in 
the Sick Bay in bed in the “Death Chamber,” , when the 
window was opened from outside by Anicka and Lille, who 
told me excitedly that a “General Parade” was to take place 
and that some hiding-place must be found for Curie and 
Danielle, for, obviously, the S.S. was out to round up the 
missing prisoners. We considered every possible plan, and 
then I proposed that Curie, who was small and thin, should 
smuggle herself in to me and hide under my cover. This was 
done and she crawled down under the blankets and made 
herself as thin as possible. There was only one double-tiered 
bunk in the room, and below me was a dying woman who had 
lost all interest in life. Curie told me that Danielle had found 
a hiding-place in the roof of one of the huts, where she hoped 
not to be caught. 

We heard the siren sound for the prisoners to assemble, and 
we heard the usual bellowing of the S.S. Overseers and Block 
Seniors. Everyone had to be present at a “General Parade,” 
and whilst the prisoners stood waiting, search-parties went 
throughout the whole camp and into every room. However, 
they were not likely to look under my bed-clothes, and if they 
(Jid—well, that would be just too bad for both of us. We heard 
the noise of lorries starting up and driving off, and various 
other sounds, but nothing out of the way. Then after about 
an hour steps sounded in the corridor. Curie popped her head 
under the clothes and squeezed up as closely to me as she 
could on the far side of the bunk. I was half lying on her. 
The door opened and three uniformed men came in: S.S. 
Drs. Treite, Trommel and Winkelmann. 

“How many sick in this room?” asked Treite. His head 
was just about on a level with my bunk. 

“Two, Herr S.S. Doctor,” I answered in a weak voice. 

“What’s the matter with you?” he asked. 

I told him and he gave one look at the dying woman below 
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me, and turned round and went out with the two others. 
The door closed behind them. We were saved, and Curie 
came up for breath. After a while the siren sounded the end 
of the ^'General Parade.” We were just wondering how best 
to smuggle her out again when suddenly the window was 
opened from the outside and Danielle’s horrified face appeared. 

‘‘Germaine,” she stammered, “they’ve taken your mother 
away to the gas chamber.” 

Curie sprang down from the bed, her face contorted with 
sudden emotion. “My God!” she sobbed. “My God! How 
could I have thought only of myself' My mother. My mother.” 

She needed all her strength to clamber out of the window. 
A little while after the two had gone, Anicka came along in 
tears to tell me that her friend, Milena Fischerova, who had 
been in the T.B. Station, had been dragged out of bed, 
together with many other T.B. cases, and loaded into the 
lorries just as they were, without even being given time to 
dress. They had been driven off to the gas chambers lying 
one on top of the other as though they were already corpses. 
Anicka was on the verge of breakdown. 

During the last six months in the camp there was a great 
increase in political discussion, particularly, of course, amongst 
the Communist prisoners. The unpolitical foreign prisoners 
made no distinctions in their hatred of everything German. 
All Germans for them were the same as the S.S., and as 
they hated the S.S., so they hated all Germans. It was inter- 
esting to note that the foreign Communists in the camp more 
or less shared this view, and regarded their German comrades 
as almost outside the pale. They invented a political explanation 
to cloak their patent nationalism: the German Communist 
Party could not be regarded as their equal because it had not 
succeeded in preventing Hitler’s accession to power by a 
revolution and because during the twelve years of National 
Socialist rule it had not succeeded in overthrowing the Nazi 
regime. They enthusiastically accepted the idea of the guilt 
of the whole German people; and the German Communists 
made no attempt to defend themselves. 

When I asked, “Who first took up the cudgels against 
Hitler? Who were his first victims? How many thousands of 
German political prisoners were being murdered in Hitler’s 
concentration camps when Comrade Stalin was shaking hands 
and concluding a pact of friendship with him? And who 
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handed over German political refugees to Hitler?’’ there was 
no reply. Nor was there when I pointed out that Marxists 
usually spoke in terms of classes and not of whole peoples. 

When it retreated, the German Army took a tremendous 
amount of booty with it. In our '‘Industrial Complex” alone 
there were three sheds packed full with a great variety of 
looted property. However, the lack of spare parts, and even 
needles and cotton, became more and more hampering, but 
that did not prevent the S.S. from trying to get the same 
labour quota^out of its slaves. In the spring of 1945 they were 
still making S.S. uniforms for use m the following winter! 
The Russians had reached the Oder, but work on a new 
factory extension still went on in Ravensbrueck, 

Towards the end of January the electric power began to 
fail. Suddenly, during a busy shift, the motors would stop and 
everything come to a standstill. This began to happen more 
and more often and for longer and longer periods. And night 
after night Allied bombing squadrons roared overhead towards 
Berlin. It was no longer the camp siren which determined the 
rhythm of our lives. Higher powers had taken a hand in the 
game. But although the end seemed to be very near, the glow 
still lit up the sky over the crematoria, and Winkelmann still 
walked through the lines picking out his victims. 

The closer and closer the Russians came, and the more 
and more obvious the collapse of Germany’s resistance, the 
more talk there was amongst the prisoners about their probable 
fate. How would the camp break up? Would the S.S. carry 
out their threat to shool;^^ all Politicals when the end came? 
There was a rumour that in one of the more easterly camps 
the S.S. had just fled head over heels as the Russians approached, 
and we hoped that our S.S. would do the same. Many of the 
prisoners began to make their preparations for freedom. They 
collected clothes and cloth stolen from the S.S. stores, and 
rucksacks became the most sought after objects in the 
camp. 

I no longer had the same strong desire for liberty. When 
Milena was still alive, it had meant that we should see our 
first town together, walk through our first fields together, 
hear the song of the birds in freedom together, ^ and then 
settle down to writing our book about concentration camps 
under the two dictatorships. Now that Milena was dead, the 
thought of release no longer moved me so much, but still I 
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was not altogether indifferent, and the thought that the 
Russians would reach Ravensbrueck before the Americans 
or the British made me anxious and afraid I knew what my 
fate would be if the Russians got there first: the Stalinists 
would denounce me to the G.P.U. at once. If the Russians 
earner first, my only chance was to get away on my own. 
A number of Polish prisoners knew what would happen to 
me if I fell into Russian hands again, and th! 5 y told me that 
when the time came I could rely on their help; they had "already 
made theij: plans. It was a consolation. 

One day Inka came rushing into the office of the garment 
factory to me, her face beaming. 

‘^Come out,” she exclaimed. “Come out and have a look.” 

She dragged me by the hand and we ran outside. Wonder 
of wonders! Three large white cars bearing the insignia of the 
Swedish Red Cross drove into the camp, and the men with 
them began to unload great piles of parcels. It was quite 
clear to us: The war was over. Hitler had been defeated. 
The International Red Cross had taken over the camp. 

We danced for joy, but it was too soon. The Red Cross 
vans went off, and soon afterwards an S.S. lorry came 
along and stole a great number of the parcels. However, there 
were still so many left that each prisoner got one. The S.S. 
declared that a committee of prisoners should distribute the 
parcels, everything except the cigarettes — ^which the S.S. stole. 
We could hardly believe our ears, but it was true, and the 
prisoners filed up in long lines to get them. Some of them 
were unable to wait until they got back to the huts. They 
just sat down there and then and began to gobble what they 
found inside. The whole camp was in festive mood. All rules 
and regulations went by the board and none of the S.S. or 
the overseers made any attempt to interfere. Many women 
made fires in the open and began to warm up the food. In 
the Sick Bay there was a parcel on the bed of each patient, 
and they lay there with beaming, happy faces. Unfortunately, 
for many it was too late, and in other cases the unusually 
rich food merely hastened the end. 

The next extraordinary event was the departure of 300 
French women under the aegis of the International Red Cross. 
At first their representatives in the camp refused to go until the 
French prisoners being held for gassing in Uckermark were 
also sent. After some discussion, the S.S, gave way, and in 



this fashion many Frenchwomen whose doom had seemed 
certain were saved and sent into freedom with the first trans- 
port of the International Red Cross from Ravensbrueck. 

There were still many French prisoners left in the camp;' 
there had been far more than 300; and amongst them were 
Curie and Danielle. A second French transport was being 
prepared, and I sat down and wrote for hours, setting down in 
detail all the crimes I had witnessed during my long stay; 
then I .gave the document to Curie. If I didn’t escape alive, 
at least my evidence should be heard. 

When the electric power failed in the workshops Zht women 
usually had to sit around doing nothing until it came on 
again. But one day Graf came out of his office. 

“You can all go back to your blocks,’’ he said. 

At once there was a tremendous uproar. The women sprang 
to their feet and, shrieking with delight like children let out 
of school, they rushed for the doors. They all felt that their 
term of slavery in Ravensbrueck was over. Then the prisoners 
who had been working and living outside returned to the camp, 
and Lotte, Maria and I were able to renew many old friend- 
ships. No one did any work any longer, except in the kitchens, 
and we all lived as though on holiday. We had stolen back 
the cigarettes which the S.S. had stolen from us and now 
almost all the women in the camp walked around puffing 
away cheerfully. 

One Saturday in March all the Norwegian prisoners were 
told to assemble, “With things.” Hundreds of shouting, happy 
women accompanied them. A great crowd of prisoners sur- 
rounded them as they lined up. Our Lille was pale with excite- 
ment and hardly knew whether to laugh or cry. She was 
happy to be going home, but she was anxious about us. We 
were not yet saved by any means. Anicka and I put a bold 
front on it, but we were not happy except for Lille. What was 
going to happen to us? Should we ever see our friends again? 
Or ever be so close to human beings again as we had been in 
Ravensbrueck? 

Since January we had received no letters from outside, 
and what we knew about the military situation was chiefly 
rumour. At the beginning of April the West Front was said 
to be along the Elbe and the East Front along the Oder. 
The rumour went round that the S.S. was preparing for flight. 
Like us, they were providing themselves with rucksacks, and 
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Graf, Binder and the rest were making good use of their last 
opportunity to feather their nests. The valuable stocks of 
cloth disappeared overnight. There was another rumour that 
charges were being laid to blow up the workshops when the 
enemy approached. And those of us who were left wondered 
anxiously whether the S.S. would carry out a massacre before 
they went. 

On April i8th, S.S. Oberscharfuehrer Graf sent for Use 
Heckster and me to come to his office. We went unwillingly, 
resentful at the disturbance of our relative freedom in the 
camp. When we got there, Graf gave orders in lus usual tone, 
as though nothing had happened. 

“Inform all the prisoners attached to the garment work- 
shops that from Monday, April 23rd, all the workshops will 
carry on again as usual and all prisoners must be in their 
normal places.” 

We were so astonished that for a moment we remained 
silent. We wondered whether he had gone off his head. Then 
Use Heckster spoke in a tone she would never have dared to 
use towards him formerly: 

“And I suppose we’ll all be supplied with treadle machines 
by that time, Herr Oberscharfuehrer?” 

He frowned, but made no comment on her tone. 

“No,” he said; “by that time Ravensbrueck will have 
electric power again.” 

“Really,” she went on. “How interesting! And what grid 
will it come from?” 

“From the north,” he replied tamely. 

Use was clever. She had got Graf «off his perch, and she was 
determined to find out as much as she could, so she led him 
on with a show of sympathy. We could see that he was eagerly 
drinking it in, and then in a changed voice and an air of 
communicating confidential information he said: 

“Of course, I ought not to speak to you about it, but I’m 
sure I can rely on your discretion. You were both always 
very reliable [I remembered my experiences in the Bunkers]. 
You see, on April 20th — that’s the birthday of the Fuehrer — 
our new secret weapon comes into operation. With one blow, 
it wiE change the situation on all fronts in our favour. Within 
a very short space of time we shall have cleared German soil 
of the enemy.” 

“Oh, how wonderful, Herr Graf!” we both exclaimed, and 
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then we went off. When we got outside we burst out laughing, 
and Use tapped her forehead. “Poor lunatic!” 

Naturally, we heard nothing about the introduction of any 
secret wonder weapon on the Fuehrer’s birthday, and the 
next day Cilly, our Block Senior, came in from the office with 
a list of names of prisoners — they were all Germans' and 
Czechs — who were to assemble, “With things.” And my name 
was amongst them. There was immediately a babel of voices. 
“You’re going to be released.” “You’re going off.” “Lucky 
devils.” 

I could hardly believe it. I had already thought out what 
I was going to do if the Russians came: go with the Poles, 
if that worked, and slip away in the confusion on my own if 
it didn’t. The one possibility I had never even considered 
was that I should be released before the Russians arrived. 
Anicka, Inka and I embraced each other and did “Ring a ring 
of roses” for joy. They had been more worried about my fate 
than I had suspected. Then I collected my things. We went 
through lines of cheering, waving prisoners to the office 
where about sixty German and Czech prisoners were lined 
up. They were all “old Ravensbruecker” who had been in 
the camp for five years and more. 

They had already begun to read out our names when an 
old acquaintance staggered up with difficulty. It was a prisoner 
we all knew as Melody because she could whistle so melodiously. 
Of course, it was forbidden, and she had been punished on a 
dozen occasions for entertaining us with her art. She had 
been ill in bed when the, news came that her name was on 
the list of those to be released, and with her last strength she 
had got up and dressed and made her way forward. 

“Stand on either side of me and support me,” she said. 
“If they notice how knocked up I am, they may keep me back. 
Once I’m out of this hole. I’ll get well again in no time. Just 
think of it — to see Berlin again!” 

Her eyes shone. Sheer will power was keeping her on her 
feet. Even when her name was called and she had to go into 
the office she managed to keep upright. We were afraid they 
would notice her state and keep her back, but she managed 
it, and when she came out again she sat down on the ground 
to rest, her face happy and smiling, whilst we stood around her 
to guard her from prying eyes. 

After that we all had to go to the Political Department, 
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almost carrying Melody along in our midst. It was April 21st, 
1945, but they had the effrontery to give us a chit stating that 
we were released from concentration camp Ravensbrueck 
and had to report to our local Gestapo office within three 
days under pain of arrest and punishment. We didn’t know 
whether to laugh or be angry. 

Then, in our camp clothes, with different coloured patches 
fore and aft, with a few loaves of bread to keep us going on 
the way, and the chit that served us as a transport warrant, 
we set ofE through the camp gates ^‘in column? of five” — ^for 
the last time. S.S. Overseer Binz accompanied us until we 
were outside the camp precincts and on the way to Fuerstenberg. 

"‘Halt!” she bellowed. It was the last order she gave us and 
we obeyed it meekly. 

“Frau S.S. Overseer Binz,” someone piped up. “I live in 
Cologne. Gan you give me the address of the local Gestapo 
there? I shouldn’t like to be late in reporting.” 

Everybody laughed and Binz made an angry face. 

“You can do what you like,” she snorted, “and go where 
you like. From now on regard yourselves as fugitives.” 

And with that she turned round and went back to the 
camp. We started off on our own towards Fuerstenberg. So 
this is freedom, I thought. For the first time for seven years 
there’s no one just behind me to tell me what to do and where 
to go. I could sit down by the roadside if I wanted to. Or go 
across the fields. Or go back. 

Strange, we were still in column of five. Old habits die 
hard. One or two of the weaker one^ dropped back. Gradually 
the idea seemed to spread that we were free. There was no 
need to march in rank. We could walk at our own pace. As 
though by common consent, the ranks broke. Then someone 
with a voice which sounded as though it had been used to 
command shouted: 

“We can’t go into Fuerstenberg like a straggling lot of sheep. 
Keep in column of five.” 

But the deadly potion of freedom was beginning to have its 
effect. Those who had been slaves were now beginning to 
be free, and there was a chorus of indignation and one or two 
threats to the would-be commandant. 

“You get yourself out of the habit of bellowing at us like 
that or you’ll end up badly.” 

The bent spines were beginning to straighten. 
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We found the railway station at Fuerstenberg crowded with 
refugees and soldiers who had lost or deserted their units. 
Railway communication to the south had been cut, we were 
told, and the Russians were driving forward towards Berlin 
from the north. We stood around helplessly, not knowing where 
to turn. There was no siren here to govern our lives and no 
one to tell us what to do. After years of slavery m which all 
our actions had been laid down for us, and in which we had 
never been able to take an independent decision, we were 
now faced wkh the necessity of fending for oursie:lves and 
deciding for ourselves. None of us was used to it. None of us 
felt confident. I learned later that in confusion and desperation 
some of the women even went back to Ravensbrueck. The 
chaos of freedom, with its demand for personal initiative, 
proved too much for them and they fled back to slavery. 

I went up to a group of soldiers and asked them if they 
had a map and a piece of paper and pencil they could give 
me, and whether they knew where the fronts ran. They 
produced a map and showed me where they thought the 
fronts were. In the east the Russians were still on the Oder, 
but in the north they must already be near Berlin, and at 
any time they were expected to renew their offensive in the 
east and drive forward over the Oder. The Americans and 
the English were still on the Elbe and seemed unwilling to 
advance any further. I asked them whether they thought I 
could get through to Potsdam between the two fronts. I hoped 
to be able to find my mother and go with her from there mto 
the American or British lilies. 

According to them, it was still possible, but how long it 
would remain so it was impossible to say. They sketched out 
the route on a piece of paper for me and then advised me to 
wait for the train which would leave to-morrow. With that 
I should be able to get as far as Neu-Strelitz, and after that 
I could try my luck along the south-west road. I took their 
advice and spent the night in the station. There were air-raid 
warnings several times, but we took no notice of them, we 
weren’t used to taking cover in shelters. 

The next morning Emmi Goerlich spotted me and came up. 
I had very good reason to harbour bitter feelings on account 
of her attitude in the camp. Through her refusal to help me 
when I was in trouble, I might have landed in the Bunkers 
again and finished up there, and now she wanted me to help 



her. Could she and Helene Kretschmann come with me? 
They were at their wits’ end and didn’t know what to do. 
Helene had survived two attacks of typhus and twice she had 
been saved at the last moment from the gas list. She was still 
very weak and I couldn’t see her walking far. However, I 
told 'them what I proposed to do and said they could come 
with me if they wanted to. 

The information about the train was ri^t, and it duly 
arrived. We had to fight to get into it, but with the help of 
my soldiers we succeeded. At last it started up.^There were a 
number of soldiers who sat together and were strangely silent 
and uninterested in what went on around them. It was some 
time before I realized that they were blind. They had been 
evacuated from an eye hospital farther east. A Home Guard 
asked us what the different coloured patches on our clothes 
meant, and when we told him we were overwhelmed with 
sympathy. They made a collection for us and gave us money 
and food, and much good advice. 

It was then I learnt that Potsdam had been heavily raided 
and that the suburb in which my mother lived had been razed 
to the ground. It was at that news that all my courage seemed 
to ooze out of me. The determination to get to Potsdam and 
my mother had given me a hold in aU the confusion and 
chaos, and now it was gone. What was the use of going on 
when my mother probably lay under the ruins? What did it 
matter where I went or what happened to me? The train 
arrived in Neu-Strelitz and passed through without stopping, 
and I didn’t care any more. It passed through all stations in 
the same way and stopped only in Gfuestrow in North Mecklen- 
burg. Apparently someone had ordered that all refugees 
should be dumped as far north as possible. 

We got out and stood around on the platform, jostled by 
hundreds of soldiers and refugees. None of us had Ae faintest 
idea what to do next or where to go. What was the use of 
freedom like this? Finally, we made our way out of the station. 
The town was crowded, and everyone seemed to be afraid of 
air raids. We tried to find somewhere to rest, and we were 
directed to a camp for fugitives. Another camp? We looked 
at each other. But what else was there to do? We made our 
way there and fotmd it terribly overcrowded with men, 
women and children. The bugs, the lice, the straw sacks and 
the thin soup reminded us of Ravensbrueck. 
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There were no more newspapers and no source of reliable 
information. All we had to go on was rumour. Guestrow 
was already being hurriedly evacuated. We got into conversa- 
tion with a group of soldiers who had “withdrawn’’ from the 
Oder. From what they said it was clear that the Russian 
offensive had already begun. After that all the news concerned 
the Russian advance. That at least stung me into action. If I 
didn’t know quite what I wanted, I knew perfectly well what 
I wanted to avoid at all costs. I borrowed a map from the 
soldiers and worked out a route for myself towards, the west. 
Party Communist though she was, Emmi Goerlich didn’t 
fancy staying behind to meet the Russians. There were already 
the ugliest of rumours about the way they treated civilians, 
and in particular women, and she decided to go with me. 
Helene didn’t want to go, but she didn’t want to be left alone 
either, so she came too. 

We made our way out of the town towards the west. My 
plan was to get through to the American lines just as quickly 
as I could, and with the information the soldiers had given 
me I had mapped out the shortest way. By the side of the 
road were abandoned tanks, burnt-out motor-buses and other 
transport debris, and the road itself was crowded with fugitives. 
Most of them were on foot, but some were in farm carts with 
what goods and chattels they had been able to rescue, and 
from time to time cars drove past with household goods 
strapped or tied on to the roofs. Everyone seemed to have the 
same idea — get westwards away from the Russians. 

Every half an hour or sg we had to stop to let Helene rest, 
but we managed to press on with some difficulty until the 
late afternoon, when she declared she could go no further. 
So we went to the nearest farmhouse and asked for shelter. 
The place was full of fugitives, but we found room in the 
barn. We slept that night in the hay looking up through the 
damaged roof to the stars. The next morning we prepared 
ourselves to continue our journey. The peasant woman was a 
friendly soul, and she asked us what the strange patches on 
our clothes meant. When we told her that we had just been 
released from a concentration camp, she was all sympathy 
at once and took us in to her “best room.” Excitedly, she 
asked us which camp and whether there had been any Bible 
Students there. We told her there had been many, and then 
I remembered that there had been a woman named Klara 
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Mau from Guestrow there. She knew Klara Mau quite well, 
and then she told us that she and her husband were themselves 
members of the International Bible Students’ Association. 

After that the place was ours for the asking. She gave us a 
wonderful meal of potatoes and bacon with rich sauce; pre- 
pared us a room with real beds and real sheets and blankets; 
and urged us to stay with her until we had recovered our 
strength sufficiently to go on. It was a very tempting invitation, 
and both Emmi and Helene urged me to accept it, which I 
did for the time being. At the bottom of the^ garden at the 
back there was a clear little stream in which we washed our 
clothes. It was a warm spring day and the hot sun quickly 
dried them. Behind the stream was a lush meadow and I 
crossed a little bridge into it. It was a proper country meadow 
with long, thick grass and many buttercups and other wild 
flowers. Just what I had always dreamt of both in Birma and 
Ravensbrueck. The stream flowed and rippled over a stony 
bed into a lake. I walked along its course to the bank where 
there were thick rushes and a row of willows. Freedom was 
sweet after all, and life was sweet to enjoy it. Above me in 
the blue sky there were aeroplanes. I could hear their motors 
whine and drum as they weaved around. It was mere back- 
ground noise as far as I was concerned, and I paid very little 
attention to it. The sun shone, the water glistened and the 
grass was incredibly green and beautifully soft under foot. 
I was happier than I had been for a very long time. 

And then suddenly there was a nerve-shattering crescendo 
roar. I looked up in horror and saw the planes diving down 
straight at me, and through the roar as they plunged down 
came the savage rattle of their guns. I flung myself down into 
the sand and pebbles by the lake in a panic of fear and tried 
to claw myself into the ground, pressing myself desperately 
up against the bank. O God, O God, I thought, let me live. 
Just a little while longer. Not now. 

Three or four planes screamed down in a steep dive, firing 
as they came, and then swept up into the sky again. I lay there 
sweating. It was my first experience of low-flying attack. 
Peace came back to the countryside and I got to my feet 
feeling very shaky. Needless to say, I had not been their 
objective. There was military transport on the road some 
distance behind me and out of my sight. A cloud of smoke 
began to rise. Probably they had set fire to tanks or lorries. 
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For the moment I had had enough of my country walk, and 
I hurried back to the farmhouse. When I arrived it was to 
find another reminder that I was not yet in a position to tbinTr 
of country idylls. The never-ending stream of fugitives which 
rolled on towards Schwerin brought news that the Russians 
had crossed the Oder and were only a few miles awayjFrom 
Guestrow. And then from the distance I heard the sound of 
gunfire. It was htigh time we got under way. 

In the meantime, the peasant and his wife had decided to 
go too, and his cart with horse and ox stood before the house. 
They loaded one or two of their best pieces and we* piled our 
rucksacks on top, and then we all set off, the peasant leading 
his ox through the crowd on the road, the horse walking 
behind, and their little son sitting against our rucksacks. 
The man’s face was as calm and unmoved as though he were 
just going to town on some farm errand. From time to time 
we were forced to the side of the road when cars and lorries 
full of soldiers, many of them ofiicers, and groups of motor- 
cyclists overtook the civilians on the road. 

Halfway to Schwerin a Military Police post stopped all 
civilians and turned them into a side road The mam road 
was to be kept free for military traffic. Our wheels were now 
crunching through sand and the ox had to pull heavily to 
get along. Towards evening we came to a httle wood and 
decided to halt. The signs and sounds of war had come much 
closer. Again and again we could hear the howling roar of 
planes as they dived in to attack, and the rumble of gunfire 
was almost uninterrupted. In several places on the horizon 
there were clouds of blacks smoke and we could whiff burning 
even through the smell of the pines. We made ourselves as 
comfortable as possible and went to sleep. The two peasants 
slept on a feather mattress they had brought with them, 
their little boy between them. 

When we woke up in the morning we were wet with the dew. 
The peasant and his wife were already awake and had been 
talking over their situation. He had decided that they would 
never make the American lines before the Russians arrived, 
and so they intended to stay where they were until the fighting 
passed them and then make their way back to the farm, to 
see what they could save. Helene declared that she could not 
go on, and decided to stay with them. For me there was no 
decision to be taken: I was not going to wait for the Russians, 
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whatever happened. If they caught up with me. . . . But in 
the meantime I would press on. Emmi decided to go with me, 
so we parted from the others and made our way across the 
fields in the direction the peasant had indicated. 

We decided to avoid the roads as far as possible on accoxmt 
of tlje low-flying planes. I had had one experience and I 
didn’t want any more, though I had not even been on the 
road during the attack. After a few hours’ mg.rch through the 
forest we came to a road overhung with trees. Underneath 
them, stretching away on both sides as far as^we could see, 
were milfcary stores and piles of arms and equipment. We 
were just about to cross and get away from such a dangerous 
spot as quickly as possible when the low-flying attack we 
had feared began. There was the rushing scream of diving 
planes, the rattle of guns and the constant explosion of anti- 
aircraft artillery. We turned and fled back into the wood 
for our lives, rushing through the undergrowth and tearing 
our skirts and stockmgs on briars. 

We stopped only when we came to a clearing, and then 
we decided that we had lost our way. We sat down and calmed 
ourselves. It was a typical forest clearing, and war and sudden 
death seemed far away. Emmi still had a tin of Nescafe she 
had saved from her Red Cross parcel. I got water from a 
nearby pool. It looked rather brown, but we were in no 
position to be particular, and I made the most wonderful 
coSee in an aluminium saucepan we had with us. When we 
had drunk it we felt much better and started on oiur way 
again greatly strengthened. We had no watch, but we judged 
that it was late afternoon, so, as wfe both knew just about as 
much as townsmen usually do know about the habits of the 
universe, i.e. that the stm sinks in the west, we went towards 
it. We came across a path and followed it. At a crossing we 
met two soldiers and I asked them the way. 

“Who do you want to get to,” one asked, “the Russians 
or the Americans?” 

“The Americans,” I replied. 

“So do we,” he said. “So you’d better come with us.” 

“But you’re going east,” I objected. “That’s where the 
Russians must be. That’s where we’ve come from.” 

And then one of those silly arguments about matters of fact 
started, and after a while I wasn’t sure any longer whether 
the sun sank in the west or not. Fortunately, however, a 
330 



motor-cyclist came along, and the soldiers stopped him to 
see what he had to say about it. He supported xis and the 
two soldiers gracefiilly gave way. The motor-cyclist also told 
us that the Russians were only a few miles away by this time 
and that the Americans were in Bad Kleinen, which was a 
day’s march further on. We should press on until we came to 
the railway line which led to Bad iiOeinen. We couldn’t miss 
it. The news that the Riissians were so near lent us — well, 
not exactly wings, but it did spur us on. 

Even when the sun went down we still pushed on and we 
reached the railway line soon after dark. From diis point, 
according to the motor-cyclist, it was only just over ten miles 
to Bad Kleinen. On the road by the side of the line groups of 
soldiers were making their way towards the town. None of 
them was armed and most of them had no pack of any sort. 
We joined them. Although it was night, it was quite light 
enough to see what was happening. They were all going 
forward at a good pace and even wounded men were hobbling 
along as quickly as they could. Suddenly one or two soldiers 
began to run and then almost everybody followed their 
example. Emmi and I trotted after them for a few paces, but 
then we had to give up. It was as much as we could do to 
keep walking and we were both terribly thirsty. 

“What’s the matter?” we asked the men who ran past us. 
“Why are you running?” But no one answered. Sitting by 
the side of the road was a wounded man and we asked him. 

“Oh,” he S2iid wearily, “every now and again there’s a 
rumour that the Russian tanks are just round the comer, 
coming up. Somebody starts running and then they all run.” 

We pressed on again. We were making for freedom, but all 
these soldiers were hurrying to imprisonment— but at least 
they preferred to choose their prison. Along both sides of the 
road the debris of war was lying in disorder — rifles, anti-tank 
guns, machine guns, ammunition boxes and all sorts of kit 
which had been abandoned. We came to a level-crossing and 
there was a light in the keeper’s hut, so we went in to ask 
for a glass of water. To our surprise, a table in the room was 
piled up with tinned food, chocolate, cigarettes, packets of 
raisins and other good things. The stuff obviously came from 
Red Cross parcels. The man’s wife explained that her children 
had collected it. Soldiers who had plundered a train had flung 
what was left of their booty away as they approached the 
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American lines. They were not going to risk being treated 
as looters. 

We drank our water greedily and went on our way. What 
the woman had said was true; the tins and packages were 
scattered all over the place. Eagerly we filled our rucksacks 
with^them. We also noticed tom photos of men in smart S.S. 
uniforms, and the ridiculous Nazi “Ancestor Pass,” which 
guaranteed that its holder had no Jewish blood in his veins. 
Apparendy the ex-Nazis were not anxious to be foimd with 
such things in their possession either. But as v(e tramped on 
our mcksacks seemed to get heavier and heavier, and we got 
more and more exhausted. 

And then from behind us we heard a train approaching. 
If only we could get on it! It was not going very fast, but too 
fast for us to attempt to board it. And then, as though by a 
miracle, it clanked to a halt on the line quite near us. It was 
an odd sort of train, made up of mixed carriages and goods 
trucks, and it was crowded with men, women and children. 
With a last access of energy, we ran towards it. If only we 
could get on it! When we got there, our strength was no longer 
sufficient to climb up, but one or two men who were in a 
goods track were kind enough to haul us in, and there we lay 
completely exhausted. 

After a while the train started up again and moved slowly 
forward. It appeared that this was the last train to leave 
Neu-Strelitz before the Russians arrived. Railwaymen had 
coupled it up and taken an engine to get their wives and 
families away. After a while it came to a halt again and it 
seemed this time as though it could’ go no farther. One of the 
men got out and went forward to discover what was the matter 
and why we were standing there so long. He came back with 
the information that there were five Red Cross coaches on the 
line in front of us full of wormded, and that no trains were 
being allowed to pass through the American lines. 

Gradually it began to get lighter. It was cold and my legs 
were stiff. The thought of walking was a torture and my feet 
were sore and blistered, but I was not going to give up now. 
We must be quite near Bad Kleinen. 

“I’m going to get out and walk on,” I said to Emmi. 

She was doubtful about the wisdom of that, but I was quite 
determined, and so she came with me. The men in the wagon 
tried to dissuade us. 
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^They’ll shoot you if you attempt to go into their lines,” 
they said, but I was determined. We hobbled along the side of 
the track, and as we passed the other carriages we were 
warned again and again that we should be shot. The idea 
had literally no terrors for me. For one thing, I didn’t believe 
it. I didn’t believe the Americans would shoot down two women 
who approached their lines in daylight, and it was nearly 
daylight. And jfor another I was cheerfully prepared to risk 
being shot by Americans rather than be taken prisoner by 
Russians. 

We came up with the hospital train. There were five coaches, 
all with white flags up. As we passed the leading coach, we 
could see the railway station of Bad Kleinen. It was quite 
empty. Not a living soul was to be seen anywhere. We climbed 
up a flight of steep steps which led up the western side of the 
cutting and when we got to the top we saw the Americans. 
They stood there silently spread out in open order. Without 
hesitation we made our way towards them. I confess I felt a 
twinge at the sight of their tommy-guns, but the Russians 
were behind us, and then, as former concentration camp 
prisoners, our consciences were clear. Whoever else was 
responsible in Germany, we certainly were not. 

We came up to the nearest man. He had a round, red, 
friendly face and he looked at us curiously. In my broken 
English, I explained that we were prisoners who had been 
five years in Ravensbrueck Concentration Camp, and that 
I had previously been in concentration camp in Siberia. If 
the Russians caught me, I should be sent back there again. 
Would he please let us pass through to safety? 

He looked at our miserable clothes with the coloured 
patches, whose significance I had explained to him, then he 
casually moved what was probably a wad of chewing gum 
from one side of his mouth to the other and drawled: ' O.K., 
sister. Go through.” And he made a gesture of invitation 
with his hand. I never heard such a beautiful arrangement 
of words before in my life. I could have flung my arms round 
his neck and kissed him, only the thought that I couldn t have 
looked very appetising restrained me. Joyfully, we hurried 
past. 

We had not gone more than a few paces when he called 
after us: ''Hey, girls. Wait a minute.” God, I thought, he’s 
changed his mind. He’s going to send us back. He strolled 
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slowly after us and then beckoned us to follow him. We came 
to a house with a sentry at the door. “Wait here,” he said, 
and he disappeared inside. We waited in a fever of impatience. 
He’s going to ask his superiors, I thought. We seemed to have 
got hold of a non-commissioned officer. He had rank stripes 
upsido, down on his arm. 

After a while he came out again with a tall, smiling ofiScer, 
who looked at us, but said nothing. Our solcjier went round 
behind the house. A few minutes later there was a sound of 
horses’ hooves and he drove out with a farm cart and pair. 

“Get in,'’ he said. “You’ve walked enough by the look of 
you. You’re going to ride now.” 
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I937j 22 

Nuns at Leninskoie Labour Camp, 
107-8 

Oberhauser, Dr , 252 
Search, q.v. 



Ochrana, Lithuanian, 95 
Olberg, Betty, 151, 157, 158 et seq , 163 
et seq.^ 167 et seq. 

Old Bolshevists arrested, 9 

Olga, a prisoner, 103-5 

Oramenburg Concentration Gamp, 

155. 156 

Overcrowdmg of prisoners, 284 
Oxen on the steppes, 1 16 seq 


Palegkova, Czech Peisoner, 206, 239, 
246-7 

Pamphlets dropped by R A F., 281 
Paralysis, epidemic of (1941), 241 et 
seq, ^ 

Parcels from Bernard, 294 et seq. 

Party Ime, 14 
Passports, 12 
Paulo vna, Margarete, 81 
Pavlovna, Anna, old peasant m 
Lubiaria, 29-30 

“Paymg m” for political prisoners, 9-10 
People’s Commissariat for Defence, 25 
Peresylny Wagon, 59 
Petrovitch, Ivan, 106-7 
Piatmtzki, 206 
Pieck, William, 15, 22, 34-5 
Poles arrested (1937), 7-9 
Pohce Presidium m Berlin, 1 76 et seq. 
Polish girls used for bone-muscle ex- 
periments, 252 

Polish influence at Ravensbrueck, 

195-C' 

“PoUsh Night” for G.P U , 19 
Polish prison staff at Lublm, 172 
Polish women prisoners, 242 et seq. 
PohUcal offenders at Birma, 78-9, 86, 
en route to Ravensbrueck, 184, at 
Ravensbrueck, 190 passim^ 
Poniatovska, 139 
Poremski, Eugema, 212 
Potsdam, journey to, 315 et seq. 

Pravda, 22 
Presserova, 280-1 
Prices (1937), 21 

Prisoners visitors to (1937), 2, political, 
9; fate of dependants, 13, registra- 
tion at Birma, 75, Appeals, 84; at 
Lublm, 172-3, m the “Alex,” 178 et 
seq. 9 at Ravensbrueck, 167 passim 
Prisons, conditions in, i, 3, 9, 24, 31 
et seq.^ rules and regulations, 43, at 
Sisrm, 64-3, of Biaias, 167 et seq,; at 
Lublm, 1 70, 1 72 et seq., at Schwiebus, 
175, m “Alex,” Berlm, 176 et seq,; at 
Ravensbrueck, 187 
Privileges of a hut semor, 197 
Propaganda, zoo 

Prostitutes m Pohce Prison, Berhn, 177, 
178; treatm^t of, in Germany, 198, 
And see Asocials. 

Pubhc Prosecutions, Secretariat of, 23 


“Pugatcheff Tower,” 56 et seq. 
Punishments: compound at Birma, 85 
et seq., at Ravensbrueck, 193, 271 et 
seq 

Purges* Red Army, 12, Communist 
Party, 17 


Quarantine at Karaganda, 68 et seq. 
Quemheim, Gerda, 251, 283 ’ 

Questionmgs, 36-7, 42-3, 48-53. See 
also Cham questiomngs. 

“Quota” labour m garment worships, 
287-8 

Radek, 24 

Railway stations, 149-50 
Raiza, camp spy at Birma, 132-3 
Ramdor, of Gestapo, 254, 269 et seq,, 
278-80, 285, 301-2 
Rats, women prisoners’ fear of, 44-5 
Ravensbrueck, Nazi concentration 
camp, 167-324, the journey to, 186 
et seq. 

Red Army purge of, 12, women in 
Medical Corps, 266-7 
Red Gross, Internationa, 310 seq. 
Red Cross parcels, 291 
Red Seamen’s Union, 169, 171 
Redwitz, S S. Gamp Leader, 248-9 
“Re-education” at Ravensbrueck, 199 
et seq. 

“Reformation period,” 184 
Regensdorf, Swiss prison of, 15 
Release, 313 seq. 

Religion, 22, in Bialas Prison, 168, of 
the Bible Students, 225-6 
Rema, Ukramian prisoner, 291 
Remmele, Hermann, 143 
“Reports” in Ravensbrueck, 199 
Resnik, Boris, 92 et seq. 

Roll-call at Ravensbrueck, 191, 200-1 
Rosenthal, Dr., 259, 283 
Rote FaJme, 5 

Rudroff, A^, 269-70, 271 
Rup, Minna, 190, 208 
Russian advance, 303, 319 
Russian women prisoners, 246 et seq., 
267 

Russo-German Pact, 98, 128, 138, 
308-9 


Sabo, PonmcAL prisoner, death op, 
220 

Sagoria, Rebecca, 56-7, 62-3, 72, 75 
Salpeter, Tasso, 32 etseq., 41 etseq., 109, 
125, 127, 137, 138-9 
Samarmtz, arrest of, 12 
Samtation; m Butirka prison, 31 et seq.; 
on journey to Siberia, 63, at Kara- 
ganda, 66 et seq.; at Birma, 74, 85; in 
“Alex,” Berlm, z 78 
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Schannger, Marianne, Camp Messen- 
ger, 270 

Schiedlausky, Dr , 249 et seq , 283 

Schmdler, Bertl, 222 

Schmidt, Kethe, 34 

Schneider, Betty, 277, 278, 282 

Schroers, S S. Supervisor, 281 

Schubert, Comrade, at Butirka, 143 

Schul^, Kaethe, 31 etseq.^ 34, 37, 156-7 

Schutzbund, 174 

Schwann, Friedl, 222 

Schwarz, Maria, 270 

Schwiebus, 1 74 et seq. 

Search, general, m Butirka, 43-4 
Searchmg of prisoners, 27; at Birma, 
73 j by G P U at Karaganda, 145-6 
Secret messages, 295 et seq, 

Seipl, S S. man, 290 
Seitz, S.S. Storm Leader, 264 
Semionova, Katia, a typical Russian 
woman, 40 et seq., 47 
Semionovitch, Semion, 78 
Senkov, Commandant at Birma, 74, 
99, 131-2, 137 
Shachty Trial, 129 
Shank, 73 

Shenya, a prisoner, 257 
“Shock brigades” at Birma, 79-80, 81-2 
Siberia, author sentenced to, 56 et seq. 
Sick bay, 252 

Sickness, “legal,” 298 et seq 
“Sick transports” to gas chambers, 216, 
234, 240 244, 293 
Sick, treatment of, at Birma, 126-7 
Siemens-Halske, employers of prisoners 
near Ravensbrueck, 202, 253, 260 
et seq. 

Sisrin Prison, 64-5 

Sleeping accommodation at Birma, 75, 

Soap allowance, 103 

Socialist Workers’ Party (S A.P ), 185 

Sokolniki Prison, 9^ 

Solovki Prison, 168 

Sonntag, Dr,, S.S medical chief, 189, 
249; experiments on V.D. and other 
sick prisoners, 212, 241 etseq. 
Sonntag, Crete, 35, 47-8, 56-8, 62-3, 
68-78, 75-80, 85, 137, 139-40, 148, 

c. . 

Sosnm, 106 

Soup distribution at Birma, 87; in 
sunflower fields, 91-2 
Spanish Civil War, 9, 22, 169 
Spies and informers, 132, 171, 254 
S.S» men at Lublm, 173; at Schwiebus, 
175. Aad passim, 

S.S. “Commission” to choose prosti- 
tutes for Mauthausen brothel, 199 
S.S. Medical Chief, 189 
Stalm, I, 4-5, 14, 48, 43, 56, 98, 115, 
308-9; hated by Russian women m 
Ravensbrueck, 246 
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“Stalinist Communists,” 14 
Starvation m punishment block, 273, 
277, of babies, 306 
Stassova, 155 
Statistics at Birma, 79 
Stolypinsky Wagon, 62 
Sugar, unloading, 76 
Suhren, Camp Commandant, 254, 255, 
266-7, 276, 301-2 

Smcide in Bialas Prison, 168; attempted 
at “Alex,” 185 

Sundays m Ravensbrueck, 204 et seq. 
Supreme Mihtary Court, 23 
Swedish Red Cross, 310 
Switzerland, 15 ^ 

Sysmska, Isa, 302 


Tamara at Birma, 140 

Tamara, a poet at El Marje, 1 15, 1 19 

Tama at Birma, 124 

Tania at El Marje, 115 

Tannery at Birma, 78 

Tchernm, Comrade, 205-6 

Tchistka= Purge, q v. 

Tea and tea substitutes, 135-6 
Teege, Bertel, 247, 265 
Thefts at Karaganda, 71; at Birma, 
106, among Asocials, 200 
Thomas M at Bialas, 168, 171 
Tiefenau, Gertrude, 54, 55 
Tram to Siberia, 62 et seq. 

Transport conditions on journey to 
Siberia, 62 et seq. 

Treite, S.S. Dr , 299, 302, 307 et seq, 
“Trial” of prisoners, 9-10 
Trommel, D , 307 et seq. 

Trotsky, 4 

“Trotskyites,” 60 et passim 
Tuberculous prisoners, 96-7 
Tuchachevsky, arrest of, 12 
Typhus, 305 

r 

UCKERMARK YoUTH GamP, 303-4 
“Shock” work, 8i 

Ukraiman prisoners at Ravensbrueck, 
267 

Unschhcht, People’s Commissar, 55 


Valetzki, 206 
Varski arrested, 9 
Vater, Klara, 162 et seq. 

Veletski, Polish revolutionary, 6 
Venereal disease: among prisoners, 65, 
87, 127; patients experimented on, 
212, 241 et seq. 

Vermm: at Karaganda, 68, 70; at 
Birma, 74, 80, 87, 122-3; ^ hospital 
beds, 127; at “Alex,” Birma, 178, 
184-5, search for, at Ravensbrueck, 
188-9, 253; mcrease m, at Ravens- 
brueck, 283 



Voelktscher Beobachter, 178, 257 
von Gehrke, Frau, at the “Alex,” 181-2 


Wages, 21-2, 103 
War news, 128 

Wardresses in Butirka, 44; recrmtment 
for Ravensbrueck, 267-8 
Warsaw, 174 

Weeding in sunflower fields, 88 et seq, 
Weitz, a gipsy woman, 209-1 1 
Wendland, a carter, d^3 
Wessel, Horst, 34 
Wicklem, Adjutant, 243 
Wiedmann, Betty, at Ravensbrueck, 1 95 
Wiedmeier, Mana, 291 et seq,, 298, 303 
Wilh B. at Bialas, 169 
Winkelmann, “Dr.”, of Auschwitz, 303 
et seq., 307 et seq. 


WoUenberg, Ench, 154 et seq. 

Women: attitude to heavy labour, 125-* 
6 

Women prisoners at Ravensbrueck, 
187 et seq. 


Yakir, Marshal, 12, 42, 56, 59, 61 
Yesfenka, Honza, 286 
Yescnka, Milena, 238 et seq., 251-2, 
256, 260, 272, 277-8, 279, 281, 282, 
286, 293-4> 309 

Yeshov, Chief of G.P.U., smcide of, 24, 
43, 48, 73 

Youth League (Komsomol), 17 


Zimmer, Frau, 232-3, 237 
Zina, a gipsy prisoner, 111 et seq. 
Zinoviev, 4, 5 
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